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Last nighe, I had a dream about the past. 
Tim sure is because ofthe lecter I found yesterday 


1 fet like I should have given him che leer that day, afer all. This 
lingering feling now compels me to write 

T will be uying to describe what happened when I was a young 
eid. 

Bur I'm not so 


re I ean do it I's beeause I given up on convey 
ing anything beyond words in the fst place that I couldnt hand him 
the ones Il penned, 

I guess I'm 
of that 

Sill, 1 probably ought co have given ito him. For the fs cme in 
ages, in over ten years, I read over the letter that I wasat brave enough 

and my young self made me smile 

Twas able to feel generous. 


bit hesicaiie because I might belittle my experiences 
by writing them down, 


to pace wi 


You should bave given tt, 1 wanted 10 go back and tell the me of 
thac day. Too bad 1 coulda have been more forgiving about my own 
immacuticy and imperfection. 


In that sense, what Iam about ro write isa terribly belaed lece, 
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T mulled over this, bue Tl stare with my school trans 
1 ean ger self-conscious over crivial matters, and having trouble 
telling people where I'm from Is one of them, 
In.a diverse city like Tokyo, establishing where you're f 
3€ ice; however, I always get a bie Rustered 


imporeant way € 
when the topic comes up, 
According co my parents, [was born in Ursunomiya 
Buc I dorit emember living there. I dont chink of it 
town. Since my mother’s side of the family is from Ussunomiya, it 
sometimes comes up in conversation at home. Even 30, | never really 


sy home: 


feel one way or the other about i 

My fumily and I moved to Akita before I started clementary 
school. Then, we went to Shizuoka Prefecture, followed by Ishikawa 
Prefecture. We moved around because my father, who worked at 2 
regional electronics manufacturer based in Tochigi Prefecture, had to 
transfer to beanch offices in various areas for his job. 

For that reason, even to this day I sill done fel like there i one 
sec place where I belong, 

‘When you repeatedly move and change schools a child, chat tie 
tends to take root in the very base of your consciousness. 

‘Wherever I went, I never made myself comfortable 
me, every new place fle nothing but temporary and imper- 

“This was my general attitude, ever since my earliee years and 


throughout my adolescence 


Iwas the winser of third grade in Ichikawa Prefecture. 

‘When my mother cold me thar I would be changing schools the 
following yeas, fr the millionth time, I was alcde glad to escape from 
Ishikawa, bat certified of stating all over agai 


“Next will be Tokyo!” 

My mother made it sound like we had hic the jackpot. 

Looking back on it now, we probably had hi the jackpor in ems 
of my fathers carer, Yer I fele no 
from the creaky sound of the name “Tokyo.” 

Acchac point in my life I had never once fele emotionally attached 
toa school, a town, or even a person, and I had 
things were doomed co be that way forever. 

Tonce read an essay by someone who had 
schools when he was young, jus like I had 

‘The writer claimed to clearly remember and feel connected to ev 
‘ery single cow he had lived in 

Bu had no leeway to do that at all If lec my eyes roam around, 
would make eye contact with someone 7 : 


owing ominousness 


vague sense that 


peatedly changed 


Whenee made ee contac ward cae haga ne, 

Those words were son seer Hind. | woud aye Lop ny 
head hung low andy my ba sold eoaoming any 

1k eared every time Tad wo change chook 

Now plas and aang id nox mae me happy 

No aes how many ime {wuld nee Sina 
sew chal 

Twat geniny eed of thing ofthe fc sa was he 
nly one wo spoke witha very ditt inonton, of he ania ve 
cay ofondsin each al ofthe unm baldingr and top 
ofthe uf of eye cin a knew one sachet when 
‘id no know any of tem 

Whenever a thon i 


ne ew place against my wil, a shrink 
ing sore of fecing spread over may skin, 

My classmates’ lightest gescures and offhanded words only put 
pressure on me. 


‘While T wish I could have hid my feers and pretended I was fine, 
wasnt strong enough to do something that diffcul 


Fear isa sign of weakness 

In the immature world of children, weakness is noching but atar- 
‘for malice 

[fel sick every day all che « 

Uf Ufus fel alte worse, I won't have to go 1a school, would think 
Then my nausea would become even more intense. 

But awkward moods and cente atmospheres, I could endure. 

‘As long as I breathed sofiiy, eying to take shallow breaths, and 
tightened my skin, time would aucomatically pass me by. 

Tt-was the cruel words I couldnt handle, 

I couldnit cover my ears. IFT did, they would have shouted even 
harsher things at me, 

‘There area few words I cant stand ro this day. was surrounded by 


te The shoulder jerking nausea was 


the type of words that kids love to use for bullying, There were times 
when even my ceachers used them. 

By then I already knew thae adules, too, turn ineo immature chil- 
dren amongse them, 

thought I would have to spend the rest of my life unc che day 
1 died, simply waiting for the time ro pass, bu T couldnt Gigare out @ 
way to escape 

Ta fact, ch 
Al my yor 
around. 

“The only ching chat comforted me was reading, 

T could immerse myself in glorious worlds all alone. How did 


very idea thac I might exape never occurred to me. 
ager self could do was stay silent and lee others push her 


something so woaderfl even exis 
Tal fel hat way. 
My lear could safely reside somewhere ele That was what saved 
: ‘When I opened a book, I could become another person. I could 
dive ince diferent lands and expeience unbelievable thingh The 


‘hac I gaze at with my mind's eye is always more brilliant than 
ones my physical eyes se. 

I spent my days in the real world raking shallow breaths lichind 
closed doors, always with my heare in chat imaginary world. {learned 
all sorts of things from my books. 


At that time, when I was a third grader in elementary schoo! to be 
1 was smitten with C. S. Lewis! The Lion, the Witch and the 
robe. 

A woeld deep within a wardrobe, mythical beasts of the Sun, an 
coil Snow Witch lurking in the shadows... I was enchanted by the im. 
‘ages that unfolded in my head. I dreamed about that world snd never 
Brew tired off 


| opened and closed my own wardrobe many times, of course 
even though I knew ic wasnt the entrance fo another world 

Every time I opened che book, i et lke Iwas opening an imag 
nary wardrobes doors to send my mind to the other side (Lewis must 
hhave been aware of chs “opening” analogy), 

The only place where I truly belonged was always behind the door 
(of my imagination, 


‘When my mother announced chat we were moving ro Tokyo the fol- 
lowing spring, I clutched my book's hard, slid cover and desperately 
\tied to suppress the feeling thar new horrors were coming my way. 

[already knew too well whar would happen. 

{ would be forced ono a plaeform, surrounded by my amused 
classmates, who would inevitably go from interested co disappointed, 
leaving only a recibly oppressive air around me 

{ never dreamed of fighting back, nor did I know there was a door 
through which I could escape. I held on 10 the special place in my 
imaginacioa, simply enduring the pain from the outside word in or 
der ro protect my litle do 


atience was the sole theme of my nine-year-old life, 
ade my 


A despen 

My environment intensified my fears, and my fears only 
classmates creat me worse: 

I choughe thar this vicious eyele might follow me watil death, 
which is why I never fle like I "belonged” anywhere. 

| muse have beea wearing my usual gloomy stare when way father’s 
‘old car pulled up to our new apacement in Sangubashi, Tokyo. 


Thade't even glanced atthe passing scencry on the way. I couldatt 
careless whar the new cityscape looked like. 

T would just end up with che same biter taste in my mouth, 

Zewas about to start all over again. The panic and pain inside me 
would only bleed one shade deeper as though an additional layer of 
paint were being applied 

‘My temple leaning agains the car window, I wished a wall 
parent and strong like che window glass, would always p 

‘So the slam of the opening car door sounded really eerie. 

‘When Igor our ofthe car, che parking loc’ asphak feel beneath my 
shoes and the penetrating, chilly air made me want to ery. 

‘Very soon—in just one week—a new academic year was going 
to begin, and I would have to go, alone, to a cotlly unfamiliar place. 

‘When I imagined it, the pit of my stomach tightened and released 
«toxic fear chat spread through my body to my fingertips 

‘Back in those days, I chink I was in che habit of vaguely contem- 
plating deach 

Deep down, I knew I couldnt live like chat forever. 

Buc I didnt especially want to die. I wasnt brave enough to kill 


nyse, of course 
T imagined that, iF the bis 
weal crumble inde by little, and see my shadow fade- 
would vanish instantly, like a snowflake. 
“That prospect didiit bother me at all. Whar relief it would be 
if my breaching and heart juse stopped and my consciousness disap- 


feling petssted, 1 ought ro grow 
thea I 


peared along with the pain, I would think with my sill imma 
rind 


‘And thar was when and where I met Takaki Tohno. 
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‘The height of the lectern always made me feel diz. 

[Bren though it was only four inches off the floor, the mere sight of 
itmade my heart sink and gave me the shakes, 

A.swacm of eyes was watching me, Each individual fice swayed 
and shifeed retest. 

{ coulda figure out whar lay behind their faces and deep in theie 
eyes 

T heard 2 giggle come from somewhere and refexively hunched 
my shoulders. Then 1 lifed my interlaced fingers up to my chest. 

Startled by the sudden screch of chalk against che blackboard, 1 
turned around, 

They were laughing openly now, and I felt more and more like 1 
wanted to get out of here 

‘Afte: che teacher finished writing “Akarl Shinohara” on the black 
board, she placed het hands on my shoulders and tumed me back 
towards my classmates. My shoulders only stiffened under her hands. 

‘This is Atari Shinohara. Shell be studying with us from now on, Lets 
welcome ber to our class, 

Aer the teacher spoke, she gave me the cue vo say it was a pleasure 
to meet them. L bowed while I spoke, and my voice cracked. The air in 
the clssroom seemed to buzz with criticism. 

“What a weird name.” someone said. The entire classroom practi- 
cally rupeured with laughter. 

People always made fun of my name when T transfered to a new 
‘school, s0 I had ended up thinking thac it was actually strange. 


“The teacher scolded the student, but only hulfhearedly. Even 
adults ovelooke problems in onder ro ep the pes 

Sven though T-was too young fo wrap my head around many 
things ny 
frends 

She gestured to my sae. Thad nocced how stiff my knees had 
become wl! got off the platform, and they almost gave out. Myles 
trembled as I staggered berween the desks to my seat 

wondered why my body woulda 

“The girle and boys on each side of me lowered their heads and 
their ees and curned in thee seas eo watch me pass by 

The brush of tit gane againse my rembling hands and swayiog 
skire made my body o ense that ll he pores on my body seemed co 
be sealing shut. 

My vision was closing in and I los focus 

Everything looked like was wavering 

Why doce my sat fel far aay? tough 

hung my head lower and lowe. 

And then, 

A whispered voice entered my car. 


time, I was perfectly aware that my teachers we 


just move how { wanted ic co 


“You are going to be okay” 


Surprised, I reflexively straightened my back. Up until that moment, 
Thadn'enosiced how lousy my posture had been. My distorted vision 
instantly cleared up. 

T wanted to stop and glance around co find the source ofthe voce, 
‘but there was no way I could. I made my way to my seat in the back- 

Many students turned back to look at me. I would have normally 
stared nervously ar the grains of my desk, but my eyes swam over my 
classmates’ faces. 
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Who? 

Who whispered that eo me? 

‘The words had been so quier that I began co doube I had actualy 
heard them, 

And in fact, I was the only one who was reacting to the whisper. 
No one else had noticed the voice. 

Buc it was a boy's ..or a lease that's what I though 

ven after the teacher tapped on the lectern co get our attention, I 
simply kept gazing atthe level rows of black hai. 


After frst petiod, my classmates stared at me fot @ good while, then 
slowiy began to crowd around me 

AA big group of them citcled me and relessed their rapid-five ques 
tions: Where are you from? Why did you mansfer here? When is your birth 
ey 

T was so prooceupied trying x 
the sea of faces that [ couldnt give a decent answer to most of their 
questions. 

You are going 0 be obey 

That cemarke wat still echoing in my head, 

‘The words intrigued me. 

‘What exaccy did they mean? 

They echoed in my head unc chey became string ofindeciphe 
able sounds. 

‘My mind went fuzzy. 

Te was as if were under a spell 

To be honest 

They were the words I had ahways wanted to ea 

I know, now, that 1 vaguely wished for them every time 1 went 
somewhere new: 


find the owner of “the voice” in 


‘The perfece words har my nine-year-old self sought without 
knowing wha they might be. 


Someone al understood my anxieties, 
And sympathized with me 

“The ides of having a secret fiend... 
Enchant 

That one whispered remark had given me s suppor 
helped ne lif ay face. 

For some reason, the trinsfe ele mach les sary than usu 

A gitl who looked strong-minded, most likely 2 leader of the 
bunch, kindly miscead why I was glancing over their faces with my 
«yes wide open, unable o speak propedy. 

‘Assuming thatthe group had stared me, she rld ther to give 
ime some space and stop asking their nonstop questions. 

[was shocked my halting speech was just the usual, bc she had 
taken i in such a poseve way. I-wasalong before I gured out why. 
Ab, everthing is so deen if jus ase my bead. 

“That was the fst day at anew school I had ever enjoyed. 


re push and 


found the voice’s owner later char day. 
I was spending some of the breaks berween classes glancing around), 
and my eyes suddenly eame toa stop. [knew [had found him. 
While a nice group of girls told me about our other classrooms, 1 


stole plances a him, 

“He was chatting with hisfetends sie were just another ordinary 
dy. The boys around him acted dhe way students eypically do when 
chete'ss new cransfer: with evident excitement, they sratche glimpses 
‘of me, ted to eavesdrop on my conversation, and seemed to be 
tiquing me. 

sicily, students react t a new cransfer in one of ewo ways 
they either show great interest or reveal a more perverse culosty by 
feigning oral indifference. 

Yer thar boy scemed to have a diffeene reaction sltogee 

He stood there looking neither interested nor dsineresed, srt of 


ser or abeentmitded 

‘Achat momen 

{thik I viewed him telly diferent beng, unlike any ote 
His oddness was clear to me. 

Arist sight, he Bi aaarlly with his sucoundings There was 
10 mistaking howeve, that he od ae a remo. 

lewas as fa walla thin a single het of poperseparted him 


ed in another dimension by chat chin layer, 
unbeknownst to anyone, 

1 was very interested in this boy. Or rather, only he interested me. 

{wanted to find a way co stand before him and get a betcr look at 
his face. I wanted to ak him his name. 

But a transfer scudent coulda do thar, couldnt express her inter 
est in just one of them. ven quieely asking someone wasnt an option. 
‘Transfers were expected to make friends with che entize clas, ro swal- 
low ie whole. 

That day, after school, a few gris walking home inthe seme divec- 
tiom invited me to join them. 

Te was incredibly rare £9 my frst day co end in such a calm and 
fiiendly way. My heart raced with joy. 

‘Walking with the group of gis, who dida'e seem ro hare me, T 
thought about che boy the entice ime, I wondered how I might learn 
his name. 


‘As we proceeded along the wall around the school, we came across 
a chetry tre chat stood just within its border. Wind-awept cherry blos- 
somes gently rained from its branches, which were beginning to turn 
‘een, 


le was usually ac che stare of spring semester that I tansferred, bse 
T chink chat was the first time the tees and flowers rally caught my 


Five centimeters per second, | exid to myell 

My father, who has a childish side, sometimes came home from 
the bookstore with a science magazine for elementary school kids that 
hae sed co subseribe ro as a yous 

In one of the issues, I had eyed a piece of trivia inthe margins that 
tickled my fancy: cherry blossoms fall ara speed of five centimeters 
per second. 

For every notch ofa clock’ fastest hand, a cherry blosiom falls wo 


inches closer tothe ground. 
And what would be my speed. in geting close to him? 
I’m not sure if I came up with that metaphor as 2 child—but 
adult, my memories from that day exist between an 


cherry blosioms snd the phrase 


row that Fam an 
Image of fal 
second.” 
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‘Ace a brief ime, [learned that his name was Takai Toho 
My teacher had given me alse of my classmates’ names, saying 
be beter for me to memorize them sooner eater than ater. 
1 asked a gil who liked co go out of het way to help people 10 
match exch name oa fae. Remembering everyone’ name was just a 
reverse, chough may real sen was to lean hs 
ge pee erence 
acc contrary wo how I felt. Tha | could was a brand-new discovery for 


"ae say ak Cn Me 1 Wal do bl ce 
could agin li 

Iida know how wo approach hi, and if did wo ou of he Bue, 
I would sand out and umenon fod of jgental glares and thea 
something exible would happen. My bead verloned wi all te 
ways ie could go wrong 


to hie 
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‘To begin with, 1 had nodhing co talk abour. 

Whats more, I was afraid of boys. 

A cerain image of them wat ecched into my mind: rowdy, loud, 
siven to awfil words and deeds 

‘The villains from my books acted extremely nice at rst—I might 
have made such an association. 

So I avoided looking at hia, but also always kept hien in the cor: 

Ic was after a month or ew that we spoke for che frst ime, 

‘Classes, cleanup, and homeroom had wrepped up, and I wen to 
the second-fioor library a the end of the hallway. 

The school library supposedly had a policy against educational 
‘manga, s0 all ofthe books only contained words. Hardly any children 
Want to read books without picrares. That wasnt always so, I have 
heard, but ic was already che case in my time, 

Which was why I had che books all to my 

There were student library assistants, bur since they were rarely at 
the checkour counter when they were supposed to be on duty, | would 
always stamp my own library card and take out the books by myself 

‘When T encered the silent, empry bear, I naturally hushed my 
breath and tied to mute my footsteps 

Ready to return the book I had borrowed, I took the card our 
from the stock thar stil lay on the front desl, stamped “returned” next 
to my name, and headed ro the shelves to put the book back whete it 
belonged 

‘When 1 passed through the rows of bookcases and was just about 
‘veach the last one, my body completely froze—and so did my head, 

‘Takaki Tolno was there, 


Facing the spines that lined the shelves, he was focusing on spot 
juse above hz. 

But I suspected be wasnt cnsaly looking atthe spines. 

He seemed to be looking shrough the bookshelf—if che books and 


shelves had been made of glass his gaze would have been vaguely fo 
cused on something on the other side. 

All oF the spines lining the bookcase, which faced the southern 
windows, had faded toa 

The low, fuint evening light shone in through the windows and 
conto Takakis back. 

The downy hairs on the nape of his neck shone gold in che light, 
and his shadow had spilled across the spines of the books. 

was stil asa figure cut in stone, gazing at cis picturesque view. 

When I snapped out of my trance and tried to make a run for, 
he noticed me and rurned around. 

“Um...” a rasping voice caught me from behind, and my body 


ow from the sun. 


| could hear the sound of my own heartbex 

My body was calling for an emergency shutdown. I wasnt sure 
whether I was scared or hopeful. 

“Alar Shinohara?" 

Hearing him call my name, I became even more fustered and 
tried again to lee, but my legs wouldn't budge. I shrank behind the 
bbook I held in my hands as if co shield myself 

"Are you returning cha?” he asked. 

“Huh2” 

“Can I take it out next” he said gently, easily..and when I saw 
him poincing at the book in my hands, [fel totally helpless, 

iis unassuming, absent eyes squinted in the light of che secting 
sun, With an unlocking, echoing clint, the first tier of my defenses 


‘ame down inside me, 


[At fist, T think I only ever responded to him by quickly shaking my 
head or shrinking back ino silence. 
Bur. 
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“alo jurteransferred here. Last yer. 
“The moment he revealed that tom 
of my chest 

He had repeatedly changed schools like me, 

First he was in Nagano, chen Mic, and finally he had come to To- 
yo via Shizuoka. | had also lived in Shinuoka, 

He spoke in a leisurely and adult-like manner, and his voice was 
reserved. He always stopped to think before he so 

He never acted our and made me recoil or said diery things like the 
other boys. fle comfortable enough to listen to whar he had ro say. 

‘The two of us sat beside each other, against che library wall be 
neath 2 window, and talked about the things only transfer students 
could understand. 

T nodded many times as I listened to his stories, and he did the 
same as I awhwardly stumbled through mine. That true—thoughts 
that we had wanted co give voice to streamed out of our mouths in 


my heart practically leapt our 


From this story t0 chat, he was sure to understand everything I 
dad to ey 

Which is why 1 found myself naturally beinging up all sores of 
copies 

For the fist time in my life, T knew how nice it fle ro have some- 
fone nod and say, “I know how you feel. 

‘Wich surprising ease, I cold him all the things I had never been 
brave enough to say. 

“The light outside gradually sank lower, and grew redder, and set- 
tled on the bookcase before us a if co further bleach the sun-kissed 
books 


By the time we reluctantly waved goodbye at «fork on our ways 
home, ic was dark out—and we had become really, ceally close frends. 


‘The more we talked, the more we realized we were surprisingly ale. 
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I guess being a transfer student had given us similar erat. 
“We both liked to tead books. More specifically, we liked reading 

much more chan throwing 2 ball sround, hanging off che jungle gym, 

playing a game that someone just thought up, or pretending to be 

Incerested in boring conversations 

‘We both knew how wonderful i fee to slowly nurcure and expand 


the world in our hears 

Tn certain situations ie is better vo spend time by yourself. He was 
the fist person who had ever agreed with me on cht. 

Hie and I were both prerty fil. We both had to stay home from 
school or st ove ducing gym clas numerous times. 

“This had probably fostered our tendency to ponder things in si 
lene. 

‘When the tendency manifested asa disconnect fe 
parents had taken us to sce paychiatric counselors. We also both 
ally stopped secing these dactors after we moved. 

“We even excelled in the same subjects: language suadies, history, 
and scence. 

We did exceptionally well on our language studies tests, chough 
we did’ like that clas a all 

We both despised the way our teachers guided us through ques 


1 others, both 


of 


tone that had very specific answers 
‘Takaki and I also had our differences, of course. 
He had far more calculated approach to fitting in ar school 
He would joke, fool sround, and abruptly stand up to other kids 
to.secure 2 foothold in thle soclery. 
He tried to hide that he dida’ fit in even ashe protected what be 


ty 
"think wa the oly an who noid tha sbow bi, 
{Youn his method both shocking and eeahing 1 chought 1 
igh be bene faced ke tha, 
hehe ype wo anys covee and lel backed ey ery 
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‘ime I faced something, | was surprised by his efforts ro be social, and 
Jemade him seem dependable. 

‘We sarted having long phone conversations wit 
parents. 

‘When char wasnt enough for us anymore, we started spending 
‘every moment, even at school, together 

Te felt completely natura 

I never knew how desperaesiy I needed someone who understands 
‘me. Through Takaki, I was able to integrace into 2 new elementary 
school 

Thad adapred to my new environment and been accepted. It was 
an incredibly rare and precious experience for me 

I fete fre, a if a weight had been lifted off my shoulders, Those 
were che firs days in my life chat I wasn afraid. 


cling our 


“Twanted to tlle to you ever since you transferred here." 

When Taki admitted this to me, I fle fulfilled. 

Most girls in elementary school hope ta someday find their true 
love, or, 1 use an old expression, they believe in the “red theead of 
face.” 

Usuil then, I had never wished to find my true love or anything 
like char. I never thought that anyone would ever love me, 

‘Thar was my understanding of life and the world 

Thanks to Takaki, I think I fele normal emotions forthe fist time 
in my life 

In other words, it was because the boy I always liked had always 
cared for mo—it was all thanks to chat miracle 


‘Takaki and 1 spent most of our time together in the library. 

Aer school, we would stand next ro each other and gaze at the 
shelves. Then we would carefully choose a book, sit acrost from each 
‘other ata big cable, and read to our heart? content. Sometimes one 
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of us would hear che other giggle and react by pesting into the book 
and poi 
of book. 
‘Ac that library, I read stacks and stacks of books. 
That was where [read the entre Naznia series, from Prince Case 


og at an illuseration. We were alvays taking out some sort 


peas recommended I read A Wizard of Eaves. Taal pre 
ferred Ged wiaen he acted serious in the second half, but I also liked 
when he was unbearably arrogant in che rst 

‘Momo. The Little Prince. The Neverending Story (it was cough lug- 
ging thar book all the way home! 

Takaki liked Arséne Lupin, and [liked Sherlock Holmes. 

Garden inthe Sky by Judith We 

The Flying Classroom. 

The King Seres by Teruo Terarnura. 

Shinichi Hoshi’s books for kids 

I made Takalei read Anne of Green Gable, oT had vo read The 
Fiend with Taveney Faces in rere ic was pretty scary). 

Ta retrospect, it was the perfect selection of books for the young, 
kids that we were Ie warms my hear co reall these memocies afterall 


this time bas gone by. 
Whenever we read each other's favorite books, ic fleas if 1 had 
built 2 bridge co the lise world in my hearc and exchanged with him 
everything I had inside it 
Every time we read the same book and he told me that he liked a 
pare | had mised, 1 el like I was learning something new about him. 


B 
Neatly a year ofthese perfect days had passed. 


Twas evening, and I was walking home alone from school. We couldnt 


stay glued together 24/7, so I somerimes walked home by myself when 
we werent able vo meet. 

| think it was around the middle of May, when I wasin fifth grade 

I was a lovely day, where the tender warmth of the sun could 
salmose soothe you to sleep. 

Tempted by the pleasant weather, I fle the urge to rake a detour. 

Since school was right nese the boundaty between Setagaya and 
Shibuya, 1 would always pass the Yoyogi Hachimanga Shrine on the 
way home 

“he shcine sa at the cop ofa small hill, which was so packed with 
‘wees that it looked like @ neat arrangement of parsley. 

{sully just saw it in the cozner of my eye as I wene by, but that 
day T suddenly decided to climb the long stairase to the shtine, 1 
wanted ro sce what was at the top of the hil 

I climbed the steps, one by one, sliding my palm up the steel 
handrail and feeling the hard stone beneath my fee. 

Rows of rll trees creaced a tunnel of leaves and branches over the 
staircase. The higher I climbed, the more the tres dimmed the light 
overhead 


[arrived atthe top of the seairease and went through the tori 

There was 2 gentle curve in the smooth gravel path to the shrine 
Red lanterns dotted both sides ofthe path 

A sacred tee covered the road with it foliage, as if c were its roof. 
‘Sunshine poured down berween the branches, creating patches of light 
fn the ground, 

Te was there I saw Takaki 


Thad run into him completely by chance 

He sat on a large rock on che side of the path and was gazing 
into che distance. Slightly bene forward, he almost looked like he was 
sleeping. 

He was as sill and quiet as iFhe had tuened into one of the rocks 
for the trees 


There were two cats next to him, one on exch side 

“They were stretching, lying down, sitting up, ewitching thelr tll 
Looking away fiom him al the while, chey nonchalandy attached one 
portion or anocher of cher bodies to him, 

‘Takaki and the rwo cats were simply there, each facing a different 
direction 

Despiee facing in their own directions, they somehow seemed (0 
te communicating through telepathy. 

All touching and connected. 

Specks of sunlight rained down through the leaves above their 
heads 


It fee lke God was trying to reveal to me an important truth, as 
ifa fagment of the universes secre had been lad out in the picrare 
I beheld. 

"There's also an Ibi River in France...” 

1 jumped, staried by the voice 

Before I knew it, Takaki had noticed me and urned his head in 
my direction 

"The Ub River?" I asked. 

"You know the Tbi River here, in Jepan?” 

“Um, the one in Gifs Prefecture?” I said with a lingering sense 
of surprise. Takaki had actually lived near Gift, in the Chubu region. 

"Yeah. I was looking at an atlas in the library today and found 
e, Pretty neat, hush? Maybe there's another 


another Ibi River in Fea 
Tama River somewhere in the world.” 
"Does chat mean the word is all connected?” I asked, offhandedly. 
Startled by my question, Takaki gazed fixedly at me. 
"You know, I've never thought about thar before.” 
He looked around atthe leaves that obscured the sky, che concrete 


tori, and the paved path tothe shrine. 

“chink fe must be,” he murmured, sounding convinced. 

‘Wich an admiring look, Takaki stared straight at me again. He sil 
seemed to be digesting the vague question I had asked. 

|Lwas growing more embarrased by the second, 

‘Takaki had a habit of searing, 


AIL had done was blurt out » question thae had popped into my 
head. 1 didn't kaow how to react to him mulling it over or taking i 
hart 


‘No one had ever taken my words so seriously, and I was a los. 
1 always took what people said too seriously. Ie had ne 
other way around, 


x been the 


Takaki averted his eyes, He broughe his hands close co the eats 
almost touching them, 
"Mia isthe white one and Chobi has the brown spots” he sai. 

“Are they sibling” 

“Hime, Tim not sure. But they're always together: 

{Lerouched down near Mimi and reached for the bs 
Mimi’ fur was a8 lly as down, 

Te-was enchantingly sof, 

‘The friendly white cut rubbed he forehead aguinst my hand, Afr 
‘wo oF three more rubs, she abrupely stood up and sp 
path. Chobi yawned lily and followed afier her. 


of her neck 


ed across the 


A strange feting stil lingering inside me, I arived ome, jumped into 
bed, and beoughe the blankets over my head, 

T chought about the Ibi River ofa faravay land. 

Twonder whet it lke 

1 bee it lovely river on te smaller side. 

‘But I dont think its aslo stream. Ie bet its narrow, but deep. The 
flowing reser ic dark, and kind. 

The choppy surface would shimmer in the light ofthe semmer sun, 


“That was how I piccured a river I had never seen, in 2 country 1 
had never been. 

“Then, leaping out of bed, { headed ro my desk and wok out a 
natebook from the drawer. Ic was just an ordinary school notebook. 

Bur also one of my mos treasured possessions 

Thave a strange habit. I enjoy writing down bits of ervia that 1 
acquire from books and TV programs. 

{had crammed loads of fees into my notebook. For example, how 
‘moles eed to eat cheie weighs every day in order co live: how half of 
the seven thousand existing languages will disappear in one hundred 
years! time; and how che Pont Neuf, which tenslates to “The New 
Bridge,” ie actually the oldest existing one in Paris 

Thad just about finished filling my third notebook. 

Only much later did I ealize chat I had been trying co protect 
myself inthis way. Gathering knowledge was how I drew nearer tothe 
secres of 

| surrounded myself with information to try to comprehend “the 
way of the world.” 

Twas my childhood ritual—an attempt to somehow figure out 
the “answers” eo che ternal secrets ofthe universe 

Ttarted a sentence on & new line in the notebook 

“Thee isan Ibi River in both Japan and France.” 

Then, after same hesitation, I added another sentence in tiny lee~ 


“That's how the world isall connected 

Right, [should show Takaki my notebook at school somorrox, 

‘He going 10 beso stunned and impresed. 

1 bet be keeps all sort of cs im his bend. Or maybe he even keeps a 
notebook like me! 

‘Ac the same time [ had thar thought, I ele so overwhelmingly 
embarrassed and awkward, and in the end I never showed him my 
notebook. 


2 
wane to write about one more cig chat happened in fth grade. 


If could say that no noise interfered with the rime and space I shared 
with Takaki, and that peaceful days continued forevermore, it would 
be an absolute fairy tale...but that, of course was nor the case 

‘We were on the verge of puberty, and our classmates were at an age 
where they began to notice our relationship. 

aki and 1 were really clase. The ewo of us were always together. 
1 guess char really roused our classmates. They just would'c stop 
teasing us. 

Twas during a long break, so ie must have been lunchtime, A 
{oup of boys came up ro me and jabbed me inthe shoulder. 
teasing began. 

When the wedding? And more direct questions. 

While I can laugh about i now, ic felt lke absolute death at the 

| tried taking back to them but instead choleed on my words and 
made a strange guttutal noise. All of my classmates burst into la 

1 el: goose bumps forming on my upper arms, and my blood ran 
cold 

“Taeaki wasnt there 

They had carefully planned to attack when they knew I would be 
alone. Their spite scared me beyond belief 

1 When Taal wan with me, I would ruc wo my old ellen 
sel 

The nasty boys were geting a kick out of my inability to respond, 
and tke problem only escalated. They went to the front ofthe room, 
stood before the blackboard, and excitedly started doodling 

‘They ceased me and Takaki with che classic aiaigesa. They decorated 


the drawing of shared umbeella with all colors of chal. 
Red heart marks proliferated, and Tales family name was ap- 
vended to my frse name. 
speckle wd fcr Lc 1 ted sy hear pon 
louder and louder in my head. : 
“The growing pressure in my head was excructating, Why docs 
your body always shu down ar such times? re oa8 
‘Afeer they Ginished thelr drawing and had a good, long laugh about 
iI finally managed to coax my trembling lege towards the blackboard. 
\Neet, [should reach out, gab che erase, and diag it right acros the board. 
understood that in the back of my mind. 
Bac thar was the one thing I coulda’ do, 
The moment I came face to face with the drawing, thelr will to 
humiliate me bore down on me, and I started to fold 
‘A dense, musky cloud of malice leaking out from the blackboard 
seemed to wrap around and cling ro me, 
Spi 
Malice. 
Tewas even hard to breathe 
“The boys and the laughter were nothing compared to the teri 
lng malice emanating from the blackboasd 
knew the Devil 
knew thar the Devil didate just exist in the stories I read...bur 
also in che seal world. 
Theie will, leaking from the chalk: drawing lke gas, was i. 
‘Whar I most feared. 
‘What bound me with an invisible ehreud 
The blackboard went out of focus 
My fs 
[My heare was shatcering into tiny fragments. I hung my head low- 
erand lower. i 
T would be crying in a few seconds. 


ras on fie, my tos fel ike ice, 


Juse then, the sound of brisk footsteps beating against the viny! 
floor cleared the fog that clang to me, 


My classmates went ineo a teasing frenzy. I was able to curn and 
face the footsteps, With 2 ferocious expression on his face, Takaki 
came stomping towards me. 

Fora split second, I was even scared of him, 


‘When he rushed near me, I coulde't help but hunch my shoulders. 
Takaki jerked his back scraighc up, went direcely for the erases, and 
forcefully shoved ic across the blackboard a couple of times, 


‘The picture, erased diagonally from the center, now made no 
sense Las released from my shackles. let outa quiet sigh of relict 

‘The next moment, something grabbed me. I was shocked to sce 
Takak’s hand holding my eighe wrist, 

Letting go for a moment, he quickly gripped my hand Instead 
‘Then I fle myself being taken away. 

My body suddenly weightles. 

‘Takaki had grabbed me and led me out of the classroom, Or rath- 
ot we had rushed out of there together, holding hands. 

How can I explain how I 


iat the tle? Ie was lke I was late 
Ing... Udontt know how to pur it, thas the only way Ican desribe the 
liberating festingthae took over me. 
I was only at first that he had tugged. Before k 
‘came weightless and began to move on its own, 
Holding hands, we soared through the hallway. 
“The cheers and whistles behind us just became a gentle tailwind 
Pushing us forward. All fele was a sense of fieedom and the firmness 
of his hand, 
The power flowing from 


1 my body be 


‘We rushed towards the sunlie schoolyard as if to dive into the 
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light 
Ie was at thar moment, 
[realized once and for all that I was ia love wich Takaki 
“Thar was the fire time I had ever held his hand. 1 
lec go. I wanted to stay connected like that forever 
‘We ram to the back of the storage shed inthe commer ofthe school 
yard. Behind the shed was a lawn with several big rock samples For 


tence a 
ewer ia he schoo lind spor where noone ould ind just 
jefe 

7 flag onthe lawn and skipped 6th pede became a ise 

toon enough tad oa teacher ge ut an nfl bt {remained 
gyal, : 

Pre Takald and I raked about all sors of things on the grast When 

breakin the convertion we pent th time ain the 

you lke bard enough wet 


there wa 
blue sky, and ar wisps of loud ths 
moving very slowly. 

“The entre time we laid there, 1 yearned to touch his hand again, 

And, well ; 

T think chae was the ist time T ever wanted co kiss Takei 


n 


“We were in sixth grade and spring had finally come. 
bs m, and I no longer nesded to wear, 


hearer pec 
some nk 

Ti ment“ hn Tayo ai ty 
Nie with a mound of clothes she had 


ght me fre pg. Evan though we were going o ou hid 
Jat infu se led web te eer 

My mores ery ose only bough ete hat wee 
Gly and eae 1a le brie dl 


Feeling confident enough 10 wear clothes that stood out at schoo! 
was quice new for me. 

{had gotesn used o attracting attention. I could lift my chin aad 
take big, sure steps when T walked 

could laugh withoue caring what the other kids chought of me. 

Takaki and I were spending more and more time together 

T was always by his side (or he always by mine). We were insep 
arable at school, and during lunch and after the final bell, we would 
sneak into the library’ storage ares, read books, and call about them, 

‘When we felt like we hada: had enough time, we charted end 
lessly on the phone hoping our parents di 
school gor cred of teasing us. 

would sometimes grab Takaki’ hand, like! had been forgetting 


notice. Ever: the Kids at 


very time, a tender glow enveloped ime 
Uhad been so sure thas f would die unloved, and 1 could hardly 
believe that a hand chat dida’t brush mine aside existed. 
He understood me totally 
He heard me out whatever I sid 


‘We went on dates at vatious places on the way home 


If Tm remembering correctly, the cherry blossoms had budded around. 
March 24th, then fully bloomed in lee than a week. 

Every cime I passed Sangubashi Park on the way to and from 
School, the intense presence of che pink cherry blossoms seemed to 
Brow stronger. 

Happy to watch the seasons change, I often caught rayslf looking 
par che tree. 

‘Whenever the wind blew, che soft petals of newly budded flowers 
‘gently fureered to the ground. Te was a blissful sight zo behold, 

‘Sangubashi Pale locared on a smal hill in the middle ofa residen- 
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nly 


tial area, was like a playground enclosed by tres. A narrow road, 
wide enough for Kelcars and bicycle, winded around the park on its 
gentle descent vowards an Odakya Line station. 

“The cherry crees extended their branches over the road, creating, 
lowered caves thar hung 

‘Although the park wasot part of the school-approved route, 1 
practically dragged Takaki through it so chat we could walk under the 


then Hoeoes 
The bie sky peck out betsca the cud hein, The 
sunlight had are dying tbe dampoen fom the ad 
Taal and wale side by side beneath the hey es 
Branches reflected inthe pd Fallen pet ewe pple in the 


aye was because fhe fl hat hd ended 008, ba 
fe 
courses poll wee wm cosh i Ik cote 
"Tough he chery pes shone pink igh ont onde wa 
Bren the aisle pik 
“The branches sported hoe sha we walked wih the shadons 
"Hey hey se centimeter pr econd* Treated bru 


‘Ha? What i” 
‘The bewildered look on Takaki’ face gave me bucterflies in my 
chest. _ 
“Achezry petal fills at hat speed. They say it's five cs 
second.” 
“Hlub. You sure do know a lot, Aka," Takai replied istracedly, 
Didatt Takakd know? Didie he know how mysterious ic was thar 


rigid numerals could express natural movements thar shook your hear 
Te was so precise, i sounded like fae. 
Five centimeters per second. 
1 think they were subse words of love that my unconscious had 


pronounced. 

‘They meant that I fle so natural when we were together, 

‘That I always wanced to be with him, 

hoped we could, very gradually, get closer overtime. 

Ac the speed of a falling cherry petal, Slowly, but surely, 

wished that we would naturally become one. 

(On that day, I think my existence was the most blessed of all, en- 
veloped in the most beautiful ching in the world. 

Of course didn know that when I uirered the phrase “five cen- 
timerers per second’ at the young age of eleven. 

Buell had puc all my wishes and feelings in those words. 

‘Which is why Tikal’ delayed response was a bit ofa ledown, 

The petals rained down so fiercely tha ie fel lke we were walking 
through 2 storm of flowers. The deamati sight made me feel a bie 
iddy. 

T reached out and tried to catch a petal in say and. It lightly 
twiled and sipped out from my pal as if tying ro escape my body 
hee 


“Hey, int ie just ike snow? 

"You think so?" asked Takaki. He often replied with a question 

“When petals fallin Japan, i snows onthe other side ofthe world.” 

“Brazil is opposite of Japan,” Takaki went of-ropic again. Actually, 
it was the ocean neat Argentina 

“OF course the earth ila” Tsaid. And with that, Tsuddenly took 
off 

1 ran dowa the hill and through a tunnel of cherry blossoms. The 
shadows of che branches and the sualight thar shone between them 
‘an alernacely over my eyes. 

Hey, wait up!" Takakt’s voice called out from behind me. 

He was chasing after me.I could tll by the sound oF his footsteps. 
Regardless, Iran around the curve, as ifto hide myself in che shadow 
of the lst cherry tee thar lined the road, 


As ran from Takaki 1 fele a peace 
Thad someone to chase after me 
“Thac Silled me with such peace, and bli. 
reached the bottom ofthe ill and rurned the comes. 
ad crossing 
The Odakyu Line appeared to 
residential are. 
“The signal started to clang. I saw chat the crossing gace was slowly 
beginning its descent. | crossed che tracks before the gate came down, 
Even though the cherry ees had cur off while back, wind-rossed 


‘There was a 


in through the very center of the 


petals came fluttering on ta the tacks 

Soon after I reached the other sie, che gare was down. When I 
‘uined around, I could see Takaki standing in front of the crossing and 
the slighty wobbling, black-and-yellow-striped gate. 

“Akar” 

‘Taken aback by the anxiety in his voice, I opened the umbrella I 
held in my hand. What was wrong? Ie was just a closed crossing gate, 

“Takaki” 

| spun asthe cherry blossoms fell onto my umbrella. 


hope we can see the cherry blossoms together again next yea” 
Told him. 
‘Not only next year but abo the year after that. And beyond. 
Before I could add that, a deafening train came hurling between 
For a moment, I fle a bie uneasy. The train rushed by with a 
thunderous rumble, Takaki was on he other side, but I couldnt see 
eae bi 
“Thar was allt rook to put negative thoughts im my head. 
What if Taka ie’ there anymore 
Bur didn need to worry. After the train left and the exrepltting 
noise died down, he was sil there on the other side ofthe racks. The 


thick aie of spring, the light of the afternoon sun, and the snowslike 
petals were all around him, 

When che gare stared tising, Takaki hurried cowards me like he 
could hardly wait, 

Drawn by his rushed sceps, my legs also moved forward to meet 
him, in the middle of che tracks. 

(Closing my umbrella and shaking off che petals, I felt comforted 
and happy to come close to him again, 
‘Simply being beside him was warmer than the spring sunlight. 


‘Was Tea reciprocating the felings I had tied to express 10 him? 
Pase the cracks, as we continued on our way home, he suddenly asked 
ime that question 

“Where do you want to go for junior high?” 

‘Junior high? 

"Yeah 

Iwas confused, I hadatt really thought about it before. 

[just assumed that [would be attending the district’ 


really talked abou i. 

Takaki le out a light humm and, in his usual dry voice, proceeded 
{o explain: his parents had offered ro send him toa private junior high 
and high schoo! in the area. 

“What do you think, Akari?™ 

“Huh” 

“Twas thinking we could go cogether. 

I was caught off guard by his sudden proposition, 

"W.Well I have to ask my mom...” 

took 2 moment to think abou i 

‘Noe chat many students attended private junior highs. The chane- 
6 of attending the same priy 


guieldy continued. 


school as my classmates were pretty 


slim. 

Takaki was telling me he wanted us to go to such a place, sorne- 
‘where new, just he and [, 

If we went to a public school, we would peabably end wp with all 
the kids from our elemencary school. It woulda be horrible, but the 
teasing would sill geo m 

If Takaki and { went to a different junior high together. 

We wouldnt know a single person there. We would only know 
cach other. The two of us would work rogether to build a new life from 
scratch, 

“The idea entranced me. 
iat moment, I had a shocking realization: Wasnt it just like 
transferring school? | actually wwnted to tranafer? 

| wasnt scared of changing schools anymore 

le was all chanks to the warmeh I fel next to me. 

‘Tha would be grea,” I answered. 

‘Then, I drew just an inch closer to hin, 


was convinced chat his warmth would forever be m 

| thoughe I was mature for my age, but L was still a child 

We believed thar we would go to the same junior high and be 
together tothe end: 

Ina yeas, Fd find our tha ie was just wishful chinking. 

‘And I had been so sure I was aware that the world around me was 
unkind 
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T waze’t happy with the school uniform thar hung on the wall. Is fab- 
sic was brand-new and stiff, visibly heavy and tight. 

Twas in my new room, which was still scacked with cardboard 
boxes from the move. | forced myseif into the uniform as if it were 
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some sort of punishment. 

1 didsit want vo put on my shoes. I couldnt stand the choughe of 
stepping outside. 

new that once I arrived ae school, che entrance ceremony would 
begin and I would be crapped there. 

T clung to the empry hope thac if I just stayed in my rooms, « mire 
‘cle might happen, chat everything would work isef out 

Bur I couldn't withstand the overpoweting tide of realy, The 
sheer force of the situation was slowly pulling me in. 

Tn my uncomfortable new uniform, I put on my shoes, as heavy as 
‘weights, and started towards ray new junior high 

ven my mother’ sendoff felt nothing but phony to me 


T headed down the road ln low spirits. The private homes soon 
disappeared, and I found myself on a path flanked by unlooded rice 
paddies. When I lifted my head, they stretched far into the distance 

Furcher beyond were scatered dark groves. 

Where on Earch am I? | wondered, not for the fest time, 

{lenew where Iwas in physical terms, ofcourse 

T just couldait believe Iwas there. 

took small, dejected steps down the path between the ree pad: 
die. 

T new if1 kepe walking, I would inevitably drave closer to reali 

1 began to see the overhead wires of the local Ryomo Line that 
‘an right next to the fields. The platform at lwafune Station came into 

‘A mountain of reddish stone towered ditectiy behind the station. 

Alchough it waset much in terms of heighé, the steep mountain 
Jooked enormous jucting out from the fac plain. 

1 was called Iwafune, or "Rock Ship," Mountain because of is 
likeness 20a boat. Iwafune Station sat atthe foot ofthe mountain, The 


area around Iwafune Station was called the town of Iwafune. 
Twas all t00 simple, so straightforward that i seemed unnacutal 


Using my brand-new commurer pass, I went through the ticket 
gates atthe station and walked onco the concrete platform. 

Every bit of che unfamiliar routine unsettled and cuffed me. 

“The texture of my ticket holder’ pointed edges in may hand made 


me fel unbelievably servo 

‘hen {aod on he lao, Thad pana vew of hee 

ie had jot aed 

Pace there weet ay el bling they looked asi 

2 gecmandornge tan plled in om my igh The Ryo 
Line sta aed ter onnec two gona prefures, Tock 
sd Goo 

Tans aig he ein wo a poli jnir igh in Oyama Cg 
Tech 

"Te automatic dor opened and I boarded, Even ough i as 
rah howe ther wee trey any pasenges Iwas ede shocked 
‘There wees few ertiemens athe crag most lone 

Teacinanempy both 

ical Reso wing 


The tain’ wheels rolled over the tracks chythmically. 


Why am 1 
Why am I. 
‘The words echoed in my head. 
For some reason tapering out there. 


‘A standing sign bordered with paper flowers was propped against che 
Fone gate. Writen on it were the words, “Opening Ceremony: 
[went through the gates. 
Isat with my eyes downcastchroughout the ceremony. 
went co my assigned class. Isat in my assigned seat. 
The boys and gids raised cher shrill voices and made aa awful fuss, 


a 


Somehow, being around unfamiliac, overexcited students com 
pletely wore me out 
“The rapid happenings around me felt unreal, like an illasion 


‘opened the sliding door and entered the classroom, 
My vision was bluery 


The reacher was speaking, bur I had no idea what about. 
The seudents introduced themselves one by one. 

‘A menacing feeling closed in on me, and I almost panicked, 
‘Compelied by some unknown force, I abruptly stood up. 

T only noticed it was my ruen to speak after I stood. 

heard someone giggle and fee like running away 

For the first time, I glanced 
| was che only one standing. Everyone ele was seated, 

‘The height difference made me dizzy 

[fale like I was going to fal 


My dass, some of ther og so fr a to oi hi bodies, 


‘Their focused gares were as 
I stopped breathing, 
My heare tightened. 
I was unbelievably trtifid. 
This wasnt just being scared 
Gravity seemed to be squeezing me from both sides, 28 ito wring 
every lst ounce of Bud from my body. 
1 fel sffocated, I couldnt move. 
The room began to spin. 


arp a8 needles 


Unconsciously 1 hoped that someone would say something to me 
Someone did say something, 
Te-was2 diy joke. 


‘The elas roared with laughter. 
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Aly, yes [remembered very well. 
This was me. 
“This was me when I was alone. 
I cant ecall if che cherry blossoms were in bloom. 
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leas late February of sith grade when she fice chat I passed the pr- 
vate school entrance exam ceased to mean anything 

Both Takai and {had aced che est 

‘We werent the type to fll somech 

We had raken our aceeprance let 
Sas ike boys 

Te was going co be our Bre experience traveling to an unknown 
place, jose the two of us. 

Te fle nice, to me, ro sce myselfs0 exited for once. 

Having a hand to hold and going somewhere new was a happy 


s0 important 
rs in our hands and bumped 


development. 
hadn't known, 

T would rake in each lide deeail—the pristine schoo! uniforms, 
the untayeled route, the unfamilas, daunting gates—wordering in 
the back of my mind, all the while, how he was receiving chem. 

“We would quietly face each ocher to confirm chem, 

Te was fan imagining our beautiful farure together. 


"Your father’s being transfered back vo Tochigi 

My mother n the middle of a household chore, casually dropped 
this bomb on me when | eame home from school and put down my 
backpack. 

Whar.” 

Unable to process her w 


T mindlessly watched hee patter 


“ 


down che allway inher slippers. A de 
Thurtied after het, 

“Does that mean. 

“This will be the las time, I promise. Your father has been requcat- 
ing to return to Tochigi Headquarters for quite a while now. The de 
cision was made today. He sounded really happy on the phone, Even 
though he hax more opportunities atthe Tokyo branch.” 

key, am... 

"He said abou ime we sete down, You know he place wre 
your father grew up that we put up for happens to be emp 
tight now: Right, I should have cleaned before the move” 


sadfl feeling came over me and 


\Whac was she talking abou? 
But | passed che privace 1 goin 
h, yes.” My mother scopped in place, put her hand to her cheek, 
tnd looked ar me with a troubled expression, “What should we do?” 
Twas the face she made when she pretended to listen to my opin- 
lon while making sure that things eventually wencher way. 


The cope came up aw moretimesathome, but my paren dion 
In shor, 1 might as well noc have taken th li they woul 
cen the exam at all they would 
be sending me to a public schoal in Tochigi 
pal amen school me jus coud seep che nontne fo 


esi sem nny wel 
minds from the start. bids =_e 
Thy ned ch eon ead ted why wa 0 ht 
paroled coms op whan oe 
Ido old my pees tat oy pe in 
ar ove Sv 


Te was too important to bring up to chem, 

1 didate want anything to intecfere with our relacionship. 

‘Would shings have tured our different if| had told them about 

J dont think so. The end result would have been the same. Par 
he six years oftheir secondary 


cents ae loath to let go of thie kids 
schooling. 

‘While I unders 
sil Twas ache ime. 

[My head swelled with head-spiccing pressure as if I had fever 

T couldn't believe it was happening 

Yer there was my reality. 

Right in frome of me. 

My mother’ face wene in and out of focus. 

“The wall of some dead end seemed to bear dawn on me. 

“The image ofa closed crossing gate 

“The side of the rain, a wall rushing from lft to right 

Blocked. 

[ got sick and had co stay home from school. As I suffered from 
pressure headaches, ! wanted to become so feeble tha I coulde't move 


My vision was blurred, my skin was numb. J did wane wo think 


1d now, i seemed uterly absurd co the young 


or feel a thing. 

1 didnt wane to confront anything, 

1 just lay in bed and closed aay eyes, shutting our all incoming 
information. 

1 kepe a it for as long asf could. 

But a sense of resignation slowly washed over me. 

Tchad quiedy crepe in from out of nowhere and soaked into me 
through my extremities. t rendered my body powerless and cook com 
plete concral 

Perhaps. 


No matter what {tried to do, nothing would change 
1 ele, [would be taken to Tochigi by force 
1 finally “understood.” 
i sanding came to me in the form of an image. Pro- 
nounced guilty, Twas being hauled off to jal, 


No mactr bi 


The moment I accepted my fate panicked 
Taka 


How could I face Takaki? 


As if Thad a revelation, I realized that I coulda’ keep hiding this 
from Taka. 

Te was impossible, I coulda’ hide ie even if Twied. IF1 did try, 1 
would disinsegrate from thei 

Then I remembered something eee. 

If kepe scaying home from school 

Takaki would probably try to call me. 

‘Thar idea scared me beyond belief 

The more time passed, the more ic felt lke I was being subject co 
some myscerious punishier 


[Not being allowed to stay in ‘Tokyo relly resembled my mental 
picture of being thrown into jal 

‘That image swelled endlessly larger in my head, 

IF was being punished, I must have commited a crime, 

I was being punished because I was twisted and vie. 

Iwasa bad person, 

‘That’ how I rook ie 

‘Afterall, hadni always been eeated as such? 

Righe, I was a warped, messed-up person whom everyone thought 
‘was a joke, and I had merely Forgocten that for a while 

had to ell Takaki 

I gouldat let him notice on his own how *wrong” I was. 


T mean, if he found out I was ying to hide suck  dhing—he 
‘would sbsolutely despise me. 

Thad to. 

Thad to come clean to Takaki. 


1 snuck out of bed and changed into my street clothes as quily as 
[could Taso put on an overcoat tha hada fur hood. My forehead 
bormed again my hand, 

Te was already the midéle ofthe 

I alenrly went ou the from door 

Tewasfigid ouside, and T began to fcere fom the fee up. ag 
sted towards he min oad. 

T wat locking for atlephone booth, 1 wa searching for one be 
cause I wasn allowed to use the home phone a night—and also be 
Cause I didat want total to Talk while ny parens wee cose by. 

T rarely ued phone booths, 20 I wasn to se wher could find 

1 walked around relying on vague memories. Finally. 1 found a 
lighted phone booth next toa bus stop onthe nacional highway. 

The sidewalk was empiy. Cae esuely came and went. I fl ike 
the ovrpas above my head was going to fall dwn and crush me. 

T entered the phone booth, inserted my telephone card, nd 
pressed the numbers on the keypad 

T needed courage ro pes hem. 

“The glass booth shielded me fom the wind, but i wast warm. 1 
exhaled a white oud that died of 

listened tothe calling rl. Every now and then 
almost drowned out the sound. 

Someone picked up, I was Takas mothe 

“Uin, illo. This ie Akai Shinohara, Cold L, wm, please speak 
with Takaki?" Iwas probably aking to fat T imagine I wes nervous 
Iyfdaling wih che cond ou of abi: 


ight. 


1 passing cars 
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“The hod mutic fanned my anxiety for no reason 
“Yoult...changing schools?” : 
Takaki’ tone, ax calm as 

ak : ‘eve, made me uneasy that day. 


ut Wt Mi She You worked 
‘Te sounded like he had slumped co the floor, ave dateipiis 


1 could tell hat he knew something ws wong 
lung co he receiver asf were hugaing myst 
"My prensare ling she paperwork ob 
Minin ng the paperwork fora public school in Tachi 
“No, you don have co apologize, Akai 
“The growing seriousness in his voice was too painfil for me to 


bear 


told my patents chat I wanted t0 go ro sch 
ps I 0.10 school from my aunts 


hhouse in Katsushika, herein Tokyo, 
My voice grew moist, These was 
1 coulda sop it 
Takaki 
Takaki 
His name echoed louder and louder in me— 
“They cold me not until im oder...” 
My words, lingering inthe ai, shook me 
| seatted sobbing uncontrollably 
Water poured from my eyes. 
My feet 
1 as ey 


‘emp in oy throat. Welling up. 


ie trickling onto my shoes, 
ng, 

Thada’ seen it coming, 

Why did may body always teac 


before my emotions could catch 


My ches convulsed with gasping bres 

ith gasping breaths, 

{tied to dam the lowing seas 

But! couldn’ 

' ge i” Takak’s voice sounded sharp chrough the phone. “I've 


sed aut ae 

yt iid pty ily oh ps 

Nip reps ced fle ; 

“There was a dns log—IF ry heare were a thing, T wookd ave 
haar ieeeiesoendoft being 

emg hee Ta rie ok, 

“Thee ware dealing inghng ny had. Myers went bo 
snd ie hy weg be 

SG ladienta uomats 

Iwan ngweofme 

"ha sy kingly ig land my Sd wish 
ced edopendeny fom Gres and das me who a oy 
hag at She pon af en 

Fick of my cer arnt ileady 

They gone Takai voie 
Ht iad vice 

‘Which unde any. 

‘Tadeepsroal oi. 

Frightened me 

prea edees mag nb Ba 

Ir cared of Tiel 

Td oer ends veoh one 

‘And bead dedi ate 

Te my blood during 

A Gamentd by on my immediate right, slamming the glass 
Wecth wh che wade aes ae 

Thay porag ch nea oma cit eb ce we 
ae le throat and 

Teel wo say "Ti ory” but che word tick nyt 
Blessed 

heh ees hina pred pal Blip phage ny 
ci 1 eal en lal breathing, br de peng cx blond ot 


0 


‘When I bung up, the metalic sound that ie made clawed at the 
back of my ehcoat. 


od realized that they were shaking. 


Tn scared. 
Tin really scared. 

Where was I direting those words? 

What should I have done with those feelings? 
Who should I have told Iwas scared? 

T was ll alone, it.a phone booth, 2 night, 


‘Aer that, ic was awkward fora Fall month every time we met faces 


ary school graduation ceremony. 
Once the ceremony, homeroom, and the rest wrapped up, Takal 
and Tad a brief conversation. We were standing in the hallway. The 
afeernoon sunlight glistened off che poised for. 


He was wearing « blazer, which he rarely did, bue I couldn't And 
the words co tall abour it, 


‘Unable o speak fo 
“Well, guess this, 


torface, and then we hed our element 


time, I meaninglessly moved my foot around, 

” L said, forcing 2 smile, “is goodbye.” 

| remember how dreadflly heavy the bun In eny har f 
Judging by the way he averted his eyes... could cll that he sil 

hada forgiven me. 


‘The raucous voices of boys sword-ighting with their diploma’ 
cardboard tubes came from the classroom, 

1 found ic annoying, 

T don't know ifche cherry blossoms were in bloom. 

| kept may head bowed 40 I wouldn't see anything 28 | headed 
home, 

‘My steps grew smaller and smalle, and less and less sure: Once 
| was by myself with no one around, I buried my face in my hande 

Twas alone agin. 
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| didnic have anyone, 
“Thece was somewhere 
Somewhere I longed co go. 
Why woulda chey lee me? 
Alveays 

Forced. 

To move against my will 


I wished time would fieeze over 
I didnt wane any cherry blossoms to bloom, 


ped of he vc omy hough ud mins, ecme aiden 
machine, andere 

Ae he et tor ong in kad de 
sy any a Dard cla Ses Son 

"We oe the Say Line w Oni. Afr that we rane 
the Uunamiga Line, then the Rye Lint Oyama 

“The Gequen ops and nde ides forced me eis how fe 
TT gad our the widow and wched he cqpenpe morph > 
clan often 

Tels then appewed beeen them, Bie lng he houses be- 
came ease and peed ff no rae 

"Welded ame coe cough vote mons 
the details of cheir surface as well as cheir ridgelis 

“The hndsape was changing ie by ie, and something kan 
te lamp emblems in ny che, and 1 ee wi 

When | fst goto Tle I ws wo uncoforabl, en i he 
lovely resident res om Sega 0 Yoyo Yex befor Tong had 
ovr soneromed toi end Elccomplel at peace 


9 Lcould see 


[My breaths became shoct and shallow again 
looked down, 
wanted wo cry because I knew it would make me fel a bie beter 
For some reason, though, I couldn't anymore, The teers wouldn't 
‘he only constant sensations were my nausea and trembling arms, 
‘When I stepped out onto the seemingly desolate platform at wa: 
fune Station, in Tachigi Prefecture, my skin tightened in the chilly 
(Oue-ef-season mow, which had fallen jusea few days prior, clung, 
translucent, to che shadows on the platform, 


The other side of the world. I had come to a world without Taal 


T don't have mouch to say about my days in junior high. 

‘To avoid direce contact with anything, I cauciously quieted my 
breath and waited for the time to pas by 

1 buile an invisible wall around myself and tried not to let any 
thing beyond i affect me, 

‘On the surface, it must have seemed like I spent my days in peace. 
Td begun to grasp the importance of somehow making myself appear 
that way: 


Sail, although 1 seemed unaffeced, some strange thing always 
danced in my ches, It prew fine, tiny cilia that ceaselesly atcacked my 
Jungs. Ac times ie burt Inco awful jigs thar made me want to give up. 

1 always stayed alert and listened ro my surroundings. 

T became sensitive to the sound of laugh. 

I lived waiting for the safe passage of time. 

Tt alo depressed me to see thar boys were looking at me in a cer 
‘ain way thac chey clearly hada in elementary school. 

My mother told me 1 had ro play a team sport, s0 I reluctantly 
decided ro join the basketball cub. It was something I never should 


have done. 
I despised the pressures unique to extracurricular activities. 
Like the unspoken rules that come Into being. 
However, I was to0 weak co fight back and just had so cough i 
T think this meneal block gradually isolated me from may peers, 
I did everything I could to tutn off my emotions. Bur...chere were 
cereain things I couldnt help bur take o heart 
Tes noe right ca call someone ovee with a whistle, but why didnt 


anyone recognize that a schoo? 
‘Why were cerain things overlooked when they would make you 
angry anywhere else? 
Hitting a person is a crime thar the police might 


avestigat, 60 
why did the cases go cold? 

‘Why was everyone so blatandy nasty and vulgar? 

T thought cht every one of those things was wrong—but why 
couldnt] say i 

“The words would come ou. 

TE could, I wanted to loose an arrow into it—and a sharp one, 

No, fe dia even have to be words. 

[just wanted co express how I ele. 

“There wer 0 many things they blindly accepted. Why coulda] 
tel them shat ill seemed strange ro me? 

{felelike once upon a time, I had chrown ital back at chem wich 
4 mee sigh, a Rick of my ee 

I probably coulda do i alone, chough 

You need to ight ie with Bre 

You need to have your own word to fight the world 

Buc you cane create them al! aloe. 

Oh... 
Enough oftheir nastines 


I wanted something beautifal 
| wanted to connect with 2 beautiful heart, 
| seriously, eamestly, desperately clung to that childish deste 


During those days, I think I developed the habit of tallng to Takaki 
in my head. 

Teould only confess my true feelings, which I suppressed and hid 
fiom the outside world, to che imaginary Takaki. I told him this T 
‘old him chat. I told him how I fle. [confided in him using only the 
simplest, most honest words. 

‘The Takaki in me would nod and say: Ys. agree 

Though he never gave any specific advice, us 
‘ening and sharing my pain made my life a lot easien, 

{twas as if exactly half of ray suffering disappeared 


wgining him lis 
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Wel no the second emer of my fist ert jar high ai 
pet my though int acon and wre Teas es 

For some ren, and for avery lng ne, I hd shoght co 
reach out to hi . i 

On the dey four radon eamany. Id, “We gue 
thie godine” 

Ty bled wa ou fl eve 

Tha evel at means 0 cang choos 

When you tant your peur eo eo 

Having eprcnced sec ies js ed wa ong 0 
happen ip 

Bache wat nother ean Thad contacted in we 
Tat cnvnced ew tll mad at me 
Ud wane fete ce 
Giving him cal ws out ote queso, 


I was seared of talking to Takaki on the phone, without seing his 
face. 

Fils rejecting vone, ftom chat wintry night, still uarobbed like a 
thorn in my heart 

Thad dealt with & very paint 
dont plan on describing thems here 

| flipped off the swicch to my agony and went to school. My dec 
sion to feel nothing was an effective way co cope with reality. 

Te seems I frequently made mistakes traveling fuiliar routes or 
found myself shumping over and leaning against something in the 
‘oddest places. 

(Once, [think I even missed my station by a long shot on my way 


chain of events in September. I 


1 school. 
T use words lke “seem” and “think” because ir’ all just a blur co 


(One morning, I randomly vornited on the way co school. finally 
admitced juse how much I didet want to go. 

Every time my body involuncarily purged icself, 1 stayed home 
from school 
ling our sick dida't mean life would get easier for me. 1 was 


painfully aware cha staying home was a temporary escape 

Even now, [sil eink abour how geand it would have been ifL 
just exaped fom ic all. But realisically, I couldit keep calling ou 
sick. My parenss and ceachets would never allow i 

Escaping from the horrors fo just one or two days was in fac only 
tiring, 

Tegor harder and harder co just “turnoff che selec, 

‘Whenever I forced myself onto the train co school, I hated how 
T could feel myself slowly getting close eo it tie ny bes co think 
about things char made me happy. 

1 thought about Takaki. 

In che early mornings, when there were only one or two othe 


Passengers on the countryside tain, I comforted myself by filling the 
spacious carriage with gentle thous alle 

Tcould fe bis aura infusing 

conveyed hundreds of unspoken things to him. 

Te-was on one such day. 

Sietng alone in a booth, I took the stationery paper chat I used as 
4 diary ous of my bag, and finding the light pouring in through the 
Window a litte too bright, sarted writing a letter to Takaki... 1 believe 
another version of myself in me was looking on ia urter surprise, 


Dear Tekald Tohno, 
{es been a while since we lase met 


My pen effortlessly glided across che paper, Then, the surprived self 
in me almose seamlessly merged with the self that continued to write 

Unconsciously, I think I always knew chat I would write to him 
someday 


‘The summer here is hot, but ies still much milder than 
Tokyo. 

Though, now that I think back on iI liked Tokyo’ hu: 

“The melting:hot asphalt 

“The far-off skyscrapers shimmering in the heat. 

‘The frigid air conditioning in the department stores and 
subways. 


As vated my hand compote those indented inetd my 
temo ofthe ligh-hue sy hangog oe the wayng ulin of 
central Tokyo. a ss 


Tis already been half a year since we last met at our 


clementary school graduation ceremony. 


T counted down on my fingers and realized that ic had only been 
months, Ie fel like we hadnt mer in years, chough, and che pit of my 
stomach tightened. 


Hey, Takai 
Do you remember me? 


Did he? Maybe he had forgorten. We were transfer students, afterall 
Te-was second nacute to forgee where we had been in order to inregrace 


into where we were naw. 
‘Although I feic scared, I decided vo seal the leer. 
Knowing that I couldn't rewcive or reread it made me suddenly 
Even when I stuck my hand into the mailbox, ready to drop off 
the lets, I hesitated fora time 
I closed my eyes when Tlet ie go. 


Four days late, a reply came in the mail 

‘When I found it in the mailbox, my heart almost scopped 

He was fs 

1 was happy that he had responded so quickly. Thac alone was 
enough, 

Thad opened our mailbox on the way home from school, but 
instead of proceeding through the door, I made a sharp right turn, 
towards the plains beyond our community. 

1 held the envelope tight ro my chest and hurried down the path 
berwects the rice paddles 

1 chen came across a barely cultivated patch. I didnit know whose 
i was, but i looked like the crops were only for private consumption. 
“The ploc was slighey raised in the center. 


ss 


‘And on that raised urea seood a glorious cherry cre, 
(OF course, ic wasnt conveniently in bloom 
le was a hearty cherry tree chat ould have gained a bic of fame if 
ic were on public land Is branches rwised and spread across the sy 
and ts enormous roots clutched the cath in every direction. Reaching 
‘out, they seemed connected to a faraway world. I adored chat tre 
Tsat on one of the rors of the chery tee and read Takaki letter 
over and over agin, 


‘as spied oe ow mach ree ead put on i pen 
is handwriting wa oy and song A bie metus too 

Having se hs noebook scl, 1 cud el be had ke ae 

Wasi the sno ga? Maybe is penmanship had improved 

ie high 

The formal toe of his eer made me fel bic bah 

He must have fel basal when hc was wing 00 

Ted jot pour 

Letters are weird, 

IF you wt in che way that you notmally peak doen come 
outright. You tend o pc om ats and beome «i. 

Thad only ween abo curene evens aye, 0 hs ep 
contained much of the same. i te 

hd diprchedmy words verso ani and head er i 
joa gee 

Forme that wacrici 

wari he di 

{ida want end them anymore 

Lsomehow ended up losing al his lve, so ¥ can scpoduce 
cv wha 


bit since starting ji 


se strong words 


|Lcan sill summon, however, the impression i left on me. 
‘Takaki’s words were lean, They always had been, 
‘He hadnt changed abit in the past six months, [ choughe. 
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I read his leter so many times that I actually lost count. Iran my 
eyes, again and again, over the quiet series of sentences that simply 
dletaled the recent happenings in his life. 

T teaced over the flds of is hear with my fingertip. as if it were 
braille—or at least that was how I imagined jc in my head 

Takaki had wanted to tlle to me since then 

"That was incredibly reassuring 

‘There are scenes in old foreign deamas where a young git, #0 
moved by alerter she has received, hugs it tight to her chest. 

She isnt exaggerating. That reaction is real 

| found our that people actually behave that way in real life. 1 
wanted the sationery to mele and soak into my hear: 


“That was the stat of our sporadic correspondence 

Twas sporadic because I didnt wantitzo become like one of those 
exchange diaries berween girls. 

"About once a month, we seat lertss o cach other about recent 
vents in out lives. Whenever I received a reply | ee fulfilled knowing, 
that he had been thinking of me. 

Reading his leters, I had co wonder how he was able wo feel as 
ddid-—and ie was moving. 

1 could ell chat he was suffering too, bu that he was doing his best 
where he was now. 

He never used insincete phrases like “I get you ro show offhanded 
sympathy for my tribulations. Fie just casually told me what was hap 
pening in his own life 

His compassion was concealed in those accounts. That was how 
slalled of a weiter he was, 

‘There was « beauty to him that I hadn't known. He could compose 
such incredible lerters, 

{a today’s email-dominated world, misives in long band are pare 
cof. dying culrure, bur they can rally touch your heart. 


o 


Arn gl fing woud satin my che and mow up 0 
amy throat. 
“hee someting ly tang abou god eee 
Bry tne eae a pons I wrt one bck 
Then ofr th ipl made me a 
The word “happy” baryon crahed te mf, 
WaT couka do ber in wg I wa bie steig 
“Aah was il heen hapa 0 Toyo, expres, odin 
dod thing, ie or el Abr 
Twas abe wo confi da mc 
“Tone mad the day surpstgy eet ge hough 
Twoederad why 
‘Why id ic el once ju ro be undentood? 


Dear Talaki, 
always wroce my leter early inthe morning, inn empty tain booth. 


es already well inco autumn. 

“The leaves here are beautiful. The day before yesterday, I 
brought out my sweacer forthe fre time this yea. 

Tes a cute and waim cream-colored sweater I wear over 
my school uniform. realy like wearing ito school. I wonder 
how you look in your new uniform. I bec you look so grown 
". 


Recently, have baskerball in che early momings,s0 right 
now I'm writing this leeer on the tan, 

1 got my hale cut the ocher day. 
‘so short tha my eass poke out. Even if we met, you 
probably wouldn't recognize me. 


Reading ic over, Twas surprised to see chat I was subconsciously telling 


a 


hrm chat I wanted co meet up. But 
Tm sare youre also changing, ltele by lee, Takaki 


Maybe I was lise scared to meet him now that he was in junior high. 
I received another leer, chen I wrote one bac. 
1 think ie went something lke this: 


Dear Takaki, 
How have you been these pase wintry days? 
Its already snowed here 2 handful of times. Whenever it 
snows, I go to schoo! bundied in chick layes of clothes. 
Ichasne snowed yet in Tokyo, right? Even after | moved, 1 
still check Tokyo's weather forecast out of habit 


‘We might meet again soon. 
‘While Iwas a bic afraid, i was likely. 
‘What sore of expression would I wear chen? And whar about him? 
His stlf face and my own trembling cheeks from graduation day 
‘were sll very much alive in me. 
1 just needed litele more time for them to Fide away. 
“Thats what I hough. 
| missed him, but [ wanted 2 bic more time to recover 
‘Until hen, I would exchange words with Takaki... T could survive 


sft had that connection, 


‘After winter came and was almost gone, I learned that he would be 


moving to Tanegashiima. 
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Tm surprised thar youl be the one changing schools this 


I wasnt as calm 2s my words seemed on paper, 
Since even I fils that way, Take couldn't have been, cither, in 
Writing thar his father was being transferzed to Tanegashima in Ka: 
poshima Prefecture 
T'm peetry sure. Tanegashima. 

Ot cou knew some it abs ihe adie how twa 
where guns were fist brought ro Japan. I coulda even begin to pic- 
feist ples owghs, = ae 

Thada'r even known thac it was part of Kagoshima. 

[And where was chat prefecrure again? 

On the southern tip of Kyushu. 

‘Wasnt cha all the way ae the end of Japan? 

The moment chat choughe came into my head, 1 finally realized 
how far ic was. 


T know we've gotten used co changing schools along time 
ago, 

Even so, Kagoshima is bit far away. 

We wont be at a distance where we can just hop on a 
train if we wanted to mect. I guess that makes me feel kind 
oflonely. 

‘Takai, please do take care of yourselE 


AAs L wrote those words, I thought chey werent what I wanted to say 
aval 

‘Vexation stated to kick acound inside me, 

[continued with my reply despite «grainy feling that reminded 
me of the white noise on a TV sezeen. 
ching was blurry. The writing pad swayed in and out of fo- 


Takai is going to Kagoshima. Right 

Ub bub. 

In my fuzzy mind, the words “Takaki is going to Kagoshima” kepe 
flashing, bur I coulda’ figure ove what chey meane 

‘Then, an odd question echoed: Why is he going 1 far? 

Why. 

‘Why so far chat we needed to take an aieplane to see each other? 

I. shad assumed that he and I would always be conneceed, chough 
ava distance 

Somehow I chought so, for no good reason. 

Given where I was then, I should have known thar ir wasnt the 

am in Tacigi, He isin Tok. 

We live so clone 10 each ether 

Why ai I never think to meee ion when he so close by? 

havent seen bit face since he rarted junior high. 

Why di I ee ry epi oars put off something 20 important? 

“Those were just some of the thoughes thar wene chrough my head. 

My brain was numb and my fingers were out of whack, but the 
lever thar came from my pea was incredibly calm and detached, 1 


didn’t know why. 
I dida’t have a clue 


For the following few weeks I was lst in a daze 


Te-was so cold that year that Tochig tll had snowstorms in late 


February, 
In the morning, 1 would open the front door to find snow at my 


feet 
Td brush a heap of it off the mailbox, head to the station, go 
through the ticket gates, and board the tain. 
Feeling the warmth of che heater by my feet in the gendy rocking 
car, I would space out, 


iked to stick my temple against the chilly window glass Ie would 
be as fog as the scenery outside. 

‘Wich my head also mis, I would still my brea 
home, open the mailbox to make sure it was emp 
again 

‘That was how I spent those days. My teachers’ lessons didn't reach 
‘me, and I couldnt care less what people around me were sayin 

Somewhere in my subconscious, I imagined numbers counting 
down, 

‘Takaki was somewhere I could reach if just extended my hand, 
bue soon I wouldn't be able to no matter how fic I stretched. 

1 thought about calling him on the phone a couple of times, but 
‘my hand always stopped halfway and never allowed me to pick up the 

‘was sil scared. How would I fee ifhis fist words sounded cold? 
Plus 

If I called him...if we talked on the phone, I might accidentally 
blure out something serious. 


arschool, ree 
shen close ie 


ven at hat point, I was trying o avoid what was important. 


‘Takaki didoe send a reply for a while, 
‘In mid-Febroary, | finaly received a response. I readit in my room. 
“Then, I stowed it away in a drawer, carefully locking it with a key. 
‘The next morning, a5 Isat on che station bench and waited for my 
train, I began writing my response over my knees: 


Dear Takaki, 
Lam so glad to hear char you're coming to visit on March 
4h. Tes already been a year since we've last met. Pm a 


It his letes, he had writen someting lke this: “The distance between 
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‘Tochigi and Tanegashiena is too great for us. When I move, we might 
not have the chance to meet for many years, maybe not even unt 
‘we've grown up. [like to go se you one las ime before then. 

"So Iwas wondering if | could take the tain to where you ate, 
afer achool on March 4th, Since my parents will be out of rown that 
day, [ wooit have to worry abou coming home late. T hope you can 
‘come meet me atthe station, even for just alee bic 

had read his leer all at once, aken a deep breath, and sighed 

‘Then I had reread it, over and over like always 

Ab. 

T choughe zo myself, once agin, that the word “happy” didn’ euf- 
fice, 

“Takaki—always said what I yearned to hea. 

Tkanew I had been wishing for those words, 

Yes... chink Thad unconsciously hoped he would say chem. 

The only one who understood me had to go far away. Ie didnt 
smake any sense. 

‘Bu now there was something. 

My body tsembled when I ehought about the day we would meet 
again 

| was finally going co see him, 

1 ele a mixeare of anxiety and fea 

On my stationery, I wrote detailed dieections forall the trans- 
fers from Shinjuku to lwafune Staion and drew litle illstacions al 
around them. 

For example, I drew long, long riload tracks berween Omiya and 
Oyama and even wrote “Fad” above it. 

‘Tokyo and Tochigi were indeed so far we could er. 

| prayed—thar the distance and time on the tain ride wouldat be 


‘00 tertile for him. 
“That ie would be as fan as possible. 
‘And I cold him: 


06 


Near my house, there's 4 large cherry «ree. In spring, its 
petals probably fall ative centimeters per second t00. 
Bring spring with you, Takaki 


My clouded breath drifted away on the wind, As Isat on the chilly ta 
tion bench and wrote my letter, few scenes played back in my mind, 

‘The day 1 eansferred to that elemencary school, which now felt 
+0 diseane. 

“The words "You are going to be okay.” 

‘The day we held hands and fled from our classroom. 

His hand, which fele bony but warm, holding mine. 

And 

The day I whispered “five centimeters per second” under the Au 
tering cherry blossoms. 

1 sill emember it as clear s day 

Five centimeters per second!” is special to me. 

‘They were the first romantic words I ever uttered to a boy. 

Yes...ftom that moment on. 

Thad wanted co hear his voice. 

{had wanted ro hold his hand. 

1 had wanted to fel his body heat. To gaze into his eyes. And, 

Connecting 2s gently and naturally as the movement of filling 
petal, as I had wished back ar char moment, was no longer possible, 

“Abrupdy parting and suddenly euniting, in an unnatural manner, 
was the only option for us, 

Now, and probably for good, I would never be able to tell him: / 
‘hope we can ee the cherry losome together again next year 

But I loved Takaki Tohno, 


“Thank you for coming all he way to my station, 
sa long trp, so please be careful 


Pl bein che waiting area a seven in the evening. 
s 


‘The day of Takai visi finally arrived. 

Tt was a weekday, I fee restless a school, bur a thought occurred 
to me, When classes ended, I rushed home and went into the kitchen. 
opened the refrigerator. 

‘After getting out of school, Takaki wazat stopping by a his house, 
He was heading straight ro Shinjuku Station, and ie was going o take 
hhim hours to get to Iwafune, 

He was going to be hungry. 

‘When I thoughe back on this moment many years later, I giggled 
‘out of embarrassment. had acted like the stereotypical “git! in love” 
from an old soap opera. 

“The only lunchbox I found ac home was cute, small one for gies, 
and I wished we had 2 bigger and sturdier one. 

In the lunchbox, I packed a rolled omelet, tice balls colored with 
pretty seasonings, and anything else I thought I could make by myself, 
needed multiple eres to arrange the items neat 

If Takaki and 1 had gone on to the same school, I might have 
packed him lunches like that all the time. 

| wrapped the lunchbox in a cloch and carefully placed it in my 
bag so it wouldnt rile to one side. For some reason this simple act 
made me feel as if my heart were about to busst. 

The TV tried ro war me of a snowstorm before I left, but I didn't 


pay much attention. 
It was aftr six o'clock and pretty dark outside 
Tiny snowflakes kept fling, 
[crossed che fone yard and headed to the station. 
Walking down the straight farm road berween rice paddies cov- 
ered in chin ayers of whice snow, I fele anxious and harried, I started 


running. 

‘can meet Tei soon, 

Lean meet Takaki now. 

“The old wooden sation building came into view. He might have 
already arrived; I felt a large lump in the back of my hroat. 

lid the door open by its aluminum latch and entered, The heat 
{from the potbelly stove and the steam from the metal washtub above it 
gen warmed the room. I fl the sifness in my frozen cheeks slowly 
el away. 

“The waiting area was empty. 

‘We had planned to meet at seven, but {had artved much exit, 

T perched on a bench by the wall and placed my hands on my 
knees, 

If just waited, he would arrive in no time 

‘he sliding glas door to che plaform would open...tevaling 
“Taal. 

‘What sore of expression was I supposed to wear? 

‘Whar would he be like, after a whole year? 

Ar that moment, my heat just might stop, 

‘The old, worn-out stove whistled softly, and all of the windows 
were clouded white. Ie was asf were in box that had been cut off 
from the outside world. 

ven the station attendant had withdrawn to the confines of his 
office I silenced my breath so 25 not to disturb the quiet ofthe vacant 
waiting room. 

I didaie mind waiting, a all 

Picturing Takaki on the train, drawing ever closes, made my chest 
quiver with excitement. 

“Maybe he was siting on the window side in a booth and looking 
(our at a wintry landscape rarely seen in Tokyo, and feling the light 
vibrations ofthe rain. 

imagined myself as Takaki and tried to feel the vibrations with 


o 


him, 

“The wheel’ steady chythm as they rollover junctions came to life 

For asplic second, I had this illusion chat Iwas moving rowards 
“Tabak as he waited in place 

‘When seven drew nea, I became fidgey, and my heart pounded 
loudly I coulda stop peeking atthe round clock on the wall and the 
tier gates’ lass door 

wat planing at che clock ever iteen seconds 

Time passed slowly, and my body began to nay. 

“The clock’s hands pointed to several minutes past seven 

No one bad come through the door tothe platfoc—not a single 
pero. 

My fidgery joy curned ineoa different type of restlessness. 

ete pecring a che platform through the foggy hs 

Just then, I celled dha it had been a while ence there had been 
any signs of incoming rans. 

” pomp od up, pe he ee window ad alle a he 
station attendant. The reed aging gentleman answered me in a kind 
and measuced tone. 

*Righe now, theres avery heswy snowstorm, with strong winds, 
Ye, and alle tains have copped” 

“What...” 

“They're checking the tracks, and the tains in front have to go 
first. Theed be an accident otherwise, yee. They're stopping and go- 
ing, at staions and slong the eracks, and moving slowly.” 

“Umm, do you know how late the seven clock train willbe” 

“HH, when should it acive... I cant relly sy. Tm nor getting 
‘much informacion, either. Very socry about that. 

T weakly made my way back tothe edge ofthe bench 

I watched ny fingers clutch my knees, 

Even after I had been told thatthe eran was lar, I coulda keep 
amy eyes off the dock. 


. 


My lips were pursed. 
1 stayed frozen in place 


Time slowed to craw 

| tied to stop glancing at the clock. I felt like not looking at ie 
made the minutes go by faster. 

The white noise of the stove and che water boiling above [t was 
‘grating. That's how silent the roo was. 

‘When the wooden station creaked, or perhaps at some sound from 
beyond the ticket window, the back of my neck, and my eats, would 
‘witch. Straining co get a beter listen, just to learn chat it was nothing, 
| would resume staring a the toes of my shoes 

Time crawled by, 

{In the span of about three hours, a few trains came and went, 

Every time [heard one, I rose slightly from my seat to peer through 
the glass door, inco the darkness ofthe caging snowstorm. 

‘Tired faces oared through the ticker gates and the waiting room 
and disappeared outside on their journey home, My head stayed lifted 
fora while even aftr all ofthe passengers had lef. 

Finally convinced that'Taeaki hadn't been amongst them, I would 
setae back on the bench and hunch up again 

That happened a numberof cimes 


U had never imagined that snow could suspend train service. In my 
year in Ewafunc, I hadnt experienced anything like that. 

‘Not personally though pechaps I had been lucky. 

So I was honestly shocked, and my emotions werent catching up 
to the situation, 

Saow had fallen and halted the trains. 

Logically, L understood this. 

But I couldnit believe ic was actually happening. 

‘Takaki couldn't come closer ro me because of a snowstorm. 
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He was tapped inside tra stopped by the snow. 
My heart ached jut pictring 
Snow fll ac how many centimetes per second again? 
coulda’ remember. 
No doubt I would have been able wo the day before, but mos of 
sy bran had completly shut down, 
“The outside world was dak and 
clouded the windows 
“The fluorescent light on the ciling must have been old because it 
was jus alee dim, 
Astaion waiting area that was lke «square boxe ee ke noth- 
ing else existed besides the word inside it 
‘And somewhere beyond che nothingness Roated a long, nartow 
box that held Takaki, 
Ic only takes three hous to ge from Tokyo to Tochgt by ean, 
And Thad thoughe shee was fa. 
More than six hours had passed since he had begun his journey. 
Tewas as ifthe distance had doubled. No, maybe iehad more than 
doubled. 
Right 
Thisis what ‘a’ means” I murtezed to myself 
Yecour distance now was nating 
He was abou ro move even farcher sway 
I dat now bow eo put my anguish into words. 
1 was relly...very seriously nous. 


white, and deopless of water 


Time, only made up ofthe fzing ofthe washeub onthe stove, lowly 
crawled by. 

Tacks ie coming 

Tabakt i coming 

Li here alone. 

‘And oon bell go even farther soy 


Something came rushing up from the bottom of my stomach. 1 
<dutched my fingers and clamped my mouth shue 

Je ele as fa hand had reached into me to churn around my in- 
sides, 

There was an uncomfe 
Talmose threw up, 


Ne Fecling in the back of my throne, and 


‘At that moment... 
ad an epiphany that rn through me like an electric euttent. 


This 
How be fle, 


‘This was how Takaki fle when he beard I was moving co Tochigh 


Right. Igoe ie. 
‘The absurdity. The confusion, 
Assinking, consuming frus 
Anaiery in its wake. 
[finally understood. 

He, coo, had felt miserable, lonely, and anxious. 

‘Why hadait | noticed when ie was so obvious? 

‘To me, Takaki was abways— 

Kind, reliable, unwavering... Someone I could count on to make 
me feel at case, 

4 mst ave simply sumed that he was okay. 

Billed with regret. 

That final year. Right after our phone conversation. 

‘Why hadn't T told him chat I wanted to be with him more than 

Anything, and chat not a day weat by where that wasnk true? 

1 ele that way from the botoom of my heart, 0 why hada T come 


cout and sue 

IFT had, he might have been spared his agony, 

How could I blithely tell him “this is goodbye" on graduation day, 
when he probably feared tha I was going away for good? 

Five centimeters per second? What a happy-go-lucky, laid-back, 
and blissful notion 

Duting our phone conversation. 

‘What had I been trying to ger him to say? 

Maybe I had wanced him to cll me was going to be olay. 

Not even realizing how he must have fel—had I been a hopeless 


baby? 


I thought I heard a train arriving over the sound of the wind. I looked 
up. 

My eyes were glued to the tickee gates. 

Theatd footsteps, I saw shadows: che glass door opened, and peo- 
ple came through. 


‘An unfamiliar couple walking arm-ia-arm— 

‘They were the only ones who had gowten off the tain 

Towered my head almost a | were embarassed and desperate 
to make myself searce. 

‘My head was sill hung when the couple passed me and exited the 
building. 

Once che Figid blascfrom the glass door was cu off agai, let out 
2 small sigh. Then, suddenly scized by an ominous though, [ rapped. 
on the ticket window 
cry train will eventually reach its des 
said. “But with the suspensions, i's conceivable to ger snuck at a rans- 
fersing station. 

He called the cerminal to check for me. 

‘They werent cern, butit sounded like the suspensions in service 
began a bir after Takaki had left Oyama Station, 


dion,” the artendant 


‘Which meant he must have hit a stop signal somewhere on the 
Ryomo Line, in the middle of nowhere. 

Right? 

1 didn't know, 

Maybe Takaki had tried ro call my house from a station public 
Phone to ell me tha the trains were runaing late. 

{ considered calling my parents then rojeceed the idea 

No way. 

| dido’t want anyone else to get involved, 

1 didnt wane to sufer more outside noise. Or eivial words, 

I would wai 

‘Was Takaki coming or not? 


Walking, 

Tee like ime had sropped. 

My head was heavy with fatigue. 

‘Waltng for something uncertain and sensing the continuous pas- 
sage of time numbed my nerves. ‘ 

Twas spacing out 

[My bai was so numb that i most fle good. 

“The delayed ean, 

“The tran chat wouldnt come. 

Somewhere in all ofthis I elk calm 

Aan dowly approaching the end 

‘Ac all Takaki was coming o say goodbye. 

‘When his train arrived, everything would end. The erin was an 
‘omen ofthe end of everything 

1 didat want his eran to come. 

T eggd for ime to stop, 

‘Where did peas go after they Ell on che ground? 


“They vanished. 
‘They disappeared. They went someplace o 


Took some stationery out of my bag. 


placed the bag on my knees, pur the stationery on top, and began to 
write a lever. 

Te was for Tale, 

Since my head wat all muddled. I thought I might beable to write 
sruly, unguardedly. 

Paying no heed to order or structure, I put pen to paper. I wrote 
whatever came to mind, 

I was going to give him che lerer when he arrived. 

How strange, that I was weting a letter premised on his arrival 
shen I dida‘t know ifhe would actually make i. 

His arrival would bring a final farewell. 

‘Once he left, we wouldnt be mecting again. Possibly for many 
yeus, Perhaps not until we were adults. 

wrote everything I had wanted ¢o tell him, to the best of 


abies. 
1 ove you, Takaki 
T choughe I could write chat now. And I did 
The words “Ilve you" didet describe what I fle for him a¢ all 
Language was s0 vexing 
Ifonly I could tke the elings from my body and show them to 

this is how much I fel fr you 

Bur— 

Whae was my love worth to hie? 

I did even know what Iwas worth myael 

ad curled into a crouch even as Taddresed him 

“The kin on my arms always stood up with fee 

vas as insignificant as a bug on the underside of 2 leaf. I knew 


this, and so did everyone ele never stopped feeling tha 
scopped feeling char way 
“The love ofsuch a person was just laughable. 
1 did love him, 
Despite all of that. 
Tove you 
1 clung t chose helpless words 
| pierred Takaki stuck inside 2 trla, inthe middle of «snow. 
‘The damp, heavy image of filling snow began to fl my hear. 
Tesnowed. 
‘Why couldnt ic be cheery peal fling berween us? 
The Earth was round, and ic was summer in the souchern hem 
sphere. 
Up unl chen Thad liked that image 
But now, I resented anyone who was basking in cherry petals oa 
the oer side of the world ain 
“That was how T wanted him and me to be 
Teas like a curse, 
1 hope we can wee the chery blasoms together again nee year 
Id spoken tho: word ithour ndemaning oy 
‘Thanks to that, it was néver going to come ruc. 
‘Takaki had been thnusinco a snowstosm in his mistaken atempe 
‘0 meet someone like me, 
{was che one who was imprisoning him in snow 
‘Waset|,unable to sense anything good about myself, jus lke the 
Snow Witch of Narnia? 
1 was always making life hard for Taki 
T was always hucting him, 
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Succumbing to exhaustion and the stoves heat, 


finally fll siep. 


Thad a dream. Ie was fragmentary. I couldlt tll if my eyes were 
open or closed 

Even when I felt a presence, [ wondered if wasnt just fragment 
of my dream. Whac I had vaguely noticed was the navy-blue sleeve of 
duffel coat. 

lifted my head, 

‘Above the wall ofthat dark blue coat was Takaka Face. 

Te looked feozen with shock. 

He was thinner and had a slightly longer face than I remembered. 

“My mind, sil foggy and unable ro process whar was happening, 
transmitted emotion alone to my heart, awully direcdy. For atime I 
sat inet, unable to think, 

‘As Takaki stood there before me, | grabbed che hem of his coat, 
still guaing into his face, Ie was no hallucination. Tugged by me, Takaki 
took one small step closer, 

“The texture of his coat. 

I gradually spread frora my fingertips, and my face started feeling 
heavy. I could feel liquid rising just below che surface of my cheeks. 
‘Then it poured out of my eyes and drenched my face. 

looked down, sill holding on to his coat. I could see droplets 
dripping om to the floor. Ic Fel like someching palnful was stuck in the 
‘back of my throat. 

{had noc planned on crying. Yer my body, all on its own, made my 
chest convulse, sent out che liquid. 

‘As I wept and clung to him, I suddenly sensed that some of the 
tears weren't my own, Amidst my sobbing I was nearly struck dumb, 

"Takaki was crying, 

was shocked, 

"The moment I noticed, my teats doubled. I didnt know I'could 
cry so hard. Inside me some organ, similar tothe heart, was plumbing. 
an intense emotion and pumping it across my body. 

“Intense emotion’ isthe only way I can describe it. 


Neither joy, misery, nor pain, it coursed through me and came 
spilling out a ears. 

‘Wanting to calm myself I fixed my grip on his coat, swallowed my 
saliva, soilfled, and tied co carch my breach, The texture of his coat 
was unmiscakable. 

‘After T calmed down a it...it hit me thar he wae actually here. 
Talaki had come. 
Just ro meet me. Just for that purpose. 
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fle bashful stng next wo im agun afer 20 log 

T poured rea from my thermos, into its lid, and handed it co Taka- 
1 Reccvig ie wit both ands, as ifr warm hime e tok a sip 

“This is good he sald with genuine ling for someone who is 
ally spoke ina fat voice. 

“Realy jus ested ren tea” 

"Roast? This is my Gs ime drinking” 

"No way, Youve dently hadi bere 

“You think so?” 

“T know so.” 

I wa ha tac we wei aking lke we aways had in the pas 

Bren though “the pst was cally jst ne year 2. 

Siighay offs, carious exchanges—right, we hd been like this, 
always chatting bout tal stuf 

"Here you go. I cant gurante ih any good, because I made 
buthave some if you lle 

“Thanks Talal sounded almost overcome with emotion “Twas 
staring” 

He kindly rok sce ball hat I had made, Wel it was aleady 
past eleven night. He had been tapped in atin without fod for 
seven hours 


Hoping he woul ny he ied sed, How ie” 

TE the mos ics thing Ive eer ee” he epi, eb 
came caning i edo ide 

"Yovieeaggeeng” I bobbed my ke 

"You jus think so beaut ote bung” 

‘that 

Dele 

Tiled by our lide back-and-forth, and happy. 
agin. Ihad on of my own seal thought sur how ews ike 
pict with bch af ws etn hese hing snd couldn suppres 
‘buh ile 

fer subsided, ee wa 

“You're moving real soon,” I murmured. 

“Yeah set wok? 

To Ragen 

“tbo he” 

{oil coulda grasp exactly how Bz Bus T was ang to under 
cand what dita” means 

Though Tochigi alo prety 6 
bezn thinking the xe ching . 

“Righeyu can even go bac home igh 

He seemed sarded by my commen, but [jt lughed. Wha 
wat hinking | ida have end him bck hose unl the ex dy. 
Thal en, Ewald ave him alo mya 

"he win atendane igi ppd onthe window oppose he 
ee, 

Well be sing up oon, Therese any moe ris oight™ 
"Okay Ta id 

Twonder how che aendan sw, Tim not quite sue, bt 
voir we eal fend und bis Kinda yr comforting 


ly cried 


“Takaldl said. He must have 
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“There's aor of snow our there, s0 please be careful” he said. 
“Hey, let’ go" | whispered to Takald as iF were sharing a secret 
swith him. 
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“The wind had died down the snow was jut falling from the shy. Ie was 
old ourside, but not freezing 

On the seats and handiebars of the abandoned bicycles in the 
parking lot ly chick lyers of white 

‘We walked side by side as we exited the old wooden station build- 
ing. 

The tiny fling fakes only cwinkled where the sereedlamps ilumi- 
nated the darkness. 

ur feet made a satisfying crunching sound on the fresh snow, 

Dating the many hours I had spent atthe station, ic had snowed a 
great deal. No wonder the trains hed stopped. 

‘The thick blanker of snow had turned the roads puce white. 

‘The boundary berween the road and sidewalk was entirely buried, 
making the road appear much wider than it actually was. 

‘The three-way intersection in front ofthe station looked more like 
some plaza, 

Even though it was almos midnight, ic didn’t feel datk. The 
streetlamps shone citcles of light on the snow at regular interval 

“The darkness seemed to glow thanks tothe electing white ground, 

Te was the fist tle I had ever walked around in the dead of 
aight—and afer such heavy sofa 00. 

Tewas an exceptional sight. 

Just like that, I stared to un, 


“The road berween the rice paddies was totally buried under snow at 
well. The fields were pure white, and if not for the telephone poles 


along the way, t would have been impossible to tell where the road 


‘ended and the fields began. 
Far offin the darkness, a neat line oflantice towers stood out, black 
against a clouded sky. 
‘Traveling down the dim road in a haze of snow, Takaki and I let 
a sct of pacalle!foosprints 


“Can you see that tee over there” I asked as we walled. 

“Is that che tee fiom your leter™ 

“Yeah. The cherry ere.” 

‘We walled side by side along the road until we nally reached it 

Iewas lage, sturdy re with winding branches tha stretched out 
in every direction 

Tes trunk was so thick thar Tokai wouldnt have been able co wrap 
bis arms all che way around it. Seanding by its roo, we looked up at 
the branches that spread across the sky. 

‘was bie moved. 

Thad longed wo stand under thar rece wich Takalé, Ever since mov- 
ing there 

“The tree did't have any leaves, of course, le alone Hlowers. It was 
‘completely bare 

‘Whenever leaned against ic, cradling one of Takaki lees, felt 
ike T could hear his voice. 

Yes... [n my mind, he was like a cherry tee 

“The light from some distant town reflected off the clouded sky, 
Tightly el onto the snow, and encased usin a frosty glow. 

“The cherry ree wore a pureswhiee vei 

owelery snow fll. 

“Hey...” I mared to Takaki. “Doesnt it look,” Ist, carching a 
snowflake in my hand, “just like snow?” 3 

“The wind blew, the snow danced, nd there was blizzard of flow 
| was tying to summon an illusion wich my remark: the light of 


‘pring surrounding us, the twisting trunk and branches bursting wich 
pink clusters 

Thee are peal 

Tf chey were indeed fling onthe other side of the world—then 
this snow was the shadow cast by them, 

‘The illusion 1 wove was instantly ewepe avy by the Frosty wind 
and my mind retuned to che datk, snowy nigh 

1 mus have been smiling, chough 

“You right” Takaki sid sofily with a gentle look. 

His eacion caught me of guard. 

1 could have sworn hed eepy with a question 

“The pit of my stomach tightened at hissraightforward answer 

“Thac tightmess took hold of me, and | stepped close co him, 

I was gazing into bis eyes 

He was gazing into mine, 

Asifitwere the most natual hing, hough maybe abi faster than 
five centimerrs pe second, we leaned rowacds cach other. 

Telos eny eyes midway 
Then 


1 fl his ips gainse mine, 


‘Ac thar moment, I coulda think about anything. 

My consciousness was someplace else, It burned white a8 if it 
‘weren't my own, Instantaneous fashes ran through me lke lightning, 
Dozens of images were burned into those flashes and vanished faster 
than I could perceive them. Sharp arzows, of what fle that way, rained 
down on me, cleansed my deepest impurities, and disappeared. When 
I was stripped ofthe excesses that had chung to me, the world vanished 
and E was all thar remained, 


could ell the difference berween myself and the fagmented 
Jimages flooding my head. For a few moments, 1 was Takai. I grew 
cited, soared, and descended. { coulda cll up from down. I was 
‘one pair of lips 2s well a the other. There was 0 distinction benwcen 
them, I had discovered where abstract concept like the heart the soul, 
and etemity resid. I learned that Takaki and I were ne, that we were 
wo, chat we could take diffrene parts of each other and locke them 
safely in ourselves. The clos, heat, eextre, and darkness tha I Fl 
then couldnt be pc int words. Ie et as if had shared everything 
fiom my chireen years with him, and I knew that Takaki ehoughe the 

‘We were one flawless existence. Fo just a single momens, we un- 
derstood each oxker perfectly. Our individual selves disappeared and 
g2ve way to omnipotence. Complete fullment existed, fora moment. 
‘The moment almost lasted an eternity and nearly sucked me into its 
disortion, We were aware it was a miracle. Timings and circumstances 
miraculously lining up, the moment had visited us. The instant after 
we cealied thie 

returned to just being me agai, and fl is ips agaist mine 

‘The strow that overtook me was unbearable. 

{sensed his body het. 1 no longer knew how to handle ie or where 
+o take iI was lft with a feeling like regret, of having known until 
juse now. The conviction that I would never know it again erept in 
through my fingertips, and my hands went limp. 

saw tha life, impossibly large, ly before ws, and chac i es vague 
span of time, the perfect moment would never ative again, Je became 
all oo clear ro me that we could never be together: We had reached the 
finish line, snd there was nowhere leo go. 

Why this uddenly? 

Te vas lonely and heartbreaking, and ie hurt. Thad hoped for 
something more gradual and naturl lke the speed of falling cherry 
blossom, Bus cis was how we always ended up. A dooming miracle 


wasn what Thad wished for 

What should Ido? What shold Ido? 

‘he words whirled in my head. Confused, driven by the echoes 
of lose Flllment, threw my aems around Takakis neck n despa, 1 
presed my cheek aginst his shoulder 

‘Over my warm winter cloches, with my entire body, I ried to Fel 
all tha was good and beautifil in him. Embracing him wight stood 
still fora while, 

His body hese distolved my confusion and anxiety at long last, 
and thankfily, ll thar remained were joy and innocence. 

A.chump of snow thudded down from a branch 

From berween the boughs covering the sky the snow fll cense 
teal 

He wrapped his arms around my bac, and thelr strength was just 
intoxicating. 


‘A too! shed satin one corner of the Feld, and there we raed al night, 
‘We rook off our coats, joined hands, and held each ochet, bundled in 
an old blankec we had found on a wooden shelf, 
‘The entire time, I could feel his body heat 
‘We talked about all sorts of things 
For just a brief while during chat long night, I fancasied about 
ie stopping and everything staying just ae ie was... I wished he 
‘could whisk me away lke he had thar day at school 

Buc I knew it was impossible. 

Not just because we were still kids... When our lips had touched, 
he, too, sensed wha I did, 

1 didnt just believe this, 1 dew ie. 

We didnit breathe a single word about thar moment the entire 
‘night. Thar lawless moment. An indescribable momen: thar would 
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never come again. We didnt try to confirm that moment by describing 
iin words. 

‘We could never be together after that. 

Even without any transfers or moves, even if we could attend the 
same school, we just couldn be together. Infact, being close would 
only remind us of what we had los, and rorment us 

‘Though I could foresee this...1 sill wished chat time would stop. 

‘Takaki had come to see me, That made me feel warm al over. He 
had come jut to see someone like me, and here he was. 

Ic fel nice co rest my cheek against his lean shoulder. Sinking into 
the dark, we did't dream, 
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“The next mocning, I saw Talal off ar the sation, where he would cake 
the cales train back 0 Tokyo. 

‘We made the ft footprints a che untouched soow on the plat 
form, We held hands as we wate for his rain 

ven with 0 one ele around, we stood at the front end, as far 
away from che station building at posible 

The tein artved all 00 quickly 

‘With aloud hard sound ie pulled ico che station. 

In jusea couple of dozen seconds, che cain would depar 

Taleaki boaeded che train and quickly eurned to me. We looked at 
cach other across the open doors. 

“Um. Taka.” 

My hand hovered ove che bag I was clutching to my chest. was 
thinking about the leer Ti writen atthe station the day before. 

had writen ico give to Taka, 0 tell him all he things I never 
could. 

Butas I tried to fish out the envelope and hand ico him, my hand 
copped halfvay. 


1 experience” that rook place ia me during 


In igh of hat momen I ke ny ee was requis 
‘words said nothing and would only devalue the miracle. is 

Language wat oe compad vo the exe 

oct puree 

“Thelntense emotion ofthat moment ousted what hed eo 
ten in my lect which was edo sme depaded esd 

Tac momen can ne be pres wos 

‘The words Tove yo ered paca lw My che ight 
cned atthe houghe of im, ong wo be wher aly | 
hil th wore love yet ee ord 

il here wa one hing {Kaew | had to yt hi no ae 


wae 
“The moment I wred, I ney started crying. 
Raising my fice—as though buoyed by my over 
y Fico my overflowing fel- 
Inge detared, "Youre going tbe cay from now on, Taka jut 
That was the only thing I absolucely needed to say 
‘The words I had wanted to hear from someone. 
[spoke them to my other self, who stood there, and 
wo stood these, and to myself 
Thanks Tak visting me despie dhe snow there ad been achange 
1 donit know how besc to describe it, cit was'a definite eranefor- 
tation. Sering Takal’s Face hac night atthe station had cleared ayay 
‘my conscant, cowering fear of life 
According to the vocabulary of the grownup I am roday: I ha 
been blessed we om 
‘Takaki had come to bless me. 
‘And I wanted to do the same for him, 
Having che strength ro tll people tha they/re going to be okay— 
chac really s important, 


(Or so I believe, long afterwards, as an adult, 
A whistle sounded, at quite 2 distance, and with a compressing 
‘whoosh the doors began to shut. 

“Thank you,” Takaki said ar almost the same moment that they 
did, 

‘The train started to glide out of the station. 
face close 10 the doors, he called out, “Take cate, 


He presse his hand against the glass 
“ll write lees! And call!” he shouted. 

‘Our positions were no longer in syne. 

er asthe tran steadily accel- 


‘Awhistl tre che ar again, and a bird Bapped its wings and vook 
of from some branch 

Inno time acall, che tain had gained speed and vanished. I flea 
sudden pang of lose 

‘Morionles, stared inc the dzecion thatthe eran had gone. 

Aailwa sigoal asbed red 

looked up co find wisps oFlow clouds floating in the blue mom- 
ing sky. Fresh snow unspoiled by foorprnts coated the font end of 
the platform. 

All of it seemed like a senie description meant ro indicate that 
Takaki was gone 

However 

1 wood chere confident chat I could take on life 

No macer how far he went he was with me. 

He at least wil aluaysundertand me perfil 1 have such a per 
son—that thoughe alone was ressuting and I could make i, even if 


was on my own there. 
‘Oh, shar to do with me, 
While I felea deep sense of los, I was serangely Fulfilled. 


% 


myself 
‘Well meer again someday, though it wont be soon, and I'l ty to 
bbe stronger person by then. 


Bur we would never meet again. 


Chapter Two 
Cosmonaut 


15 
‘Akai and T stopped writing co each other many years ago. 
“4 


Thad finished my frst year of junior high, The morning after the end- 
of-term ceremony, I flew from Haneda to Kagoshima Airport. 

ren though itwas my fis time fying alone, I didnt un into any 
problems checking in and boarding che plane. My parenss had moved 
to Tanegashima earlier chan planned. Since they had told me to at 
least show up co my last end-of-erm ceremony in Tokyo, I ended up 
following chem to the island by myself 

‘Afrer one hour and fifty minutes of siting still in an economy seat, 
{arrived in Kagoshima, I didn feel uneasy of telly anything at al 

‘As serange as it may sound, it comforted me to know that there 
wouldnit be any stopovers once the plane had raken of 

[ound a shurde bus atthe airport and got on. 

1 doved of for a bie and woke up in Kagoshima City. When 1 
Jooked our the window, 1 saw trams running parallel ro each other, 
‘moving along the wes above the center of the wide road. 

got off che busin front of Kagothima City Halland followed my 
Photocopy of a map ro the harbor. Due to the broadness of the road 
and the lack of high-rise buildings, it fee like the sky was incredibly 
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vast. When [saw che palm tres that lined the road, it realy hit home 
that [had come to southern Japan. 

‘When T boarded the express ferry oTanegashima, T could see a 
large, brown, rocky mountain on the other side ofthe large bay. I 
tooked lke i was blocking the exi to the wea, When I researched the 
‘mountain laces I found out cha ic was the famous Sakatjima, "Cher- 
ty Blossom Island” 

| somberly continued my journey 

‘My father met me at Nishinoomote Harbor, and thea he drove for 
about an hour towards the town of Minamitane 

‘We ook the national highway all dhe way down the coast co Min- 
amirane. When I opened my window, I could smell the ocean 

To ths day, Isl remember that Fes, intoxicating scent. 

‘The own broke of into a pale-green Geld tha extended across the 
lend berween the previous town and the next 

Further beyond the fields stood 2 pristine, dark-green mountain. 
‘Then, the mountsin dropped off into che ever shimmering se 

‘his place seemed nothing lke Yamano in Nagano Prefecuse,& 
place where I used to live when I was younger. Maybe ic had some- 
thing to do with the diferene vegetation, 

Yea I guess I was jst impresed I dda think beutiful places 
like isl existed i Japan, 

My family and I had moved into a deached house made of wood. 
Ichad been 2 while since we lve ia an actual house 

Despite the building’ old age, ies interior decorations were rl 
tively charming, and it had even Been cleaned before our move. The 
rather thick, dark-brown wooden beams that ran acoss the ceiling 
sve the house fil luxurious Fee. More than anything, kelly was 
aqui big 

My father said that living in « house might fel nice afer all hose 
years we had spent in apartments. Ie certainly wae refreshing, 

Not bad a all. 
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T went out into the garden and gazed off into the remackably vast, 
Aeep-blue sky. 

The sky in Kagoshima City had felt massive enough already, but in 
the garden ir was almost a whole size larger, 

Te fle lke my head bada't caught up with reality 

The train in che snow stl lingeced in me. The snowflakes pelting 
Aagainse che window, che overpowering heater, the anxiety—I felt these 
things constancy. 

‘The two cealities were so diferens that it made my head spin, 

[chought back to the view of the island I had in my father’s car 

| remembered learning about windbreaks and sugarcane fields in 
school, bu ic was my fies time seeing them in real life. 

Thad come roa rutl island. 


‘Tis place wil do for now, 
Th just going to leave again apy. 


B 


In April I transferred (0 Minamitane Junior High School 

| was somewhat relieved to hear that I would be wearing the same 
standard, black uniform that I had worn at my lst school. 

‘free changing schools so many times, I was already a veteran I 
perfecly understood how a transfer student should behave. 

think ies partly because Akati had provided an example. 

After watching hes, my vague grasp of what ic meant bea tani 
fer student had curned into a completely conscious understanding. 

‘While I'm sure everyone has similar realizations whether it's in ole 
lege, ara job, or somewhere else down the ling, gaining tar knowledge 
a the young age of fourteen had given me an enormous advantage. 
You could even call it my weapon. This e what Thad learned 


; 


Do not fea atracting attention, 

‘Do not enjoy actention too much 

Do nor stand out, but also do nor hush your breath. You must 
subuly show others thar you mean them no haem. 

‘The hosts are alo afraid. 

You must understand hae. 

For a short time—for a period of about one month, or a month 
and a half—new teansFers have celebrity eats 

What you do while you have that status determines victory of 
defeat. You should learn all of your classmates’ names because people 
like to feel remembered by a celebriry. The positive impression of you. 
will be your key to making fiends, 

Tn any case, never act lke you do not fit in 

‘Childcen are sensitive to that and will reject you on sight, 

Al fourrcen-year-olds think chey are adults, but they are just kids. 

“Childish” is che only way to describe chee reaction to outsiders. 
Te-was something I already knew co be painfully «rue. 


In terms ofthe above guidelines, I dont think I received many compli- 
‘ments on my class greeting when I fee transfered to junior high, but 
I dont thiake I was complained about, ccher 

“ve goteen used ro changing schools for my dad's job...bus I still 
haven gorten used to this island. Is nice to meet you.” 

I probably couldn't hide how much I hated that { had to be there 

‘Kanae Sumida was in my cass, bu I didn’t specifically noxie het 
then, Nor did I notice her fora while after that. 


Ichas been years since I graduated junior high and high school 
{Tm writing this because I cant forget what happencd back then, 
Tim going to write about myslf..nd chen about Kanae, whom I 
doubt I wil eve meet again. 
[Now thacI chink abouc ie 'm almascethn thatthe fre ime she 
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and I called was about a week aie I eansfered in. 

Thad prety much figured out who was fiends wich who and 
which ofthe kids were the moves and shakes 

Tn thar sense, {found a gil who ad no label 

1 done relly emember whac we aed about. [assume tht means 
our conversation didn strike a chor in ether of us, 

TE ara remembering corectly, [chink she was kind enough to 
show eto my next cas. 

“Thacs right, she came right up to my des and told me how to get 
there. hin he sad, “Next is science,” or something ike chat. 

1 was abit surprised how Kanae Sumida, whom I ad never spo- 
ken 0 before randomly came to tlle that, bar I did think much 
oft 1 just figured tha she was one ofthe nice gis. 

‘We probably walked together chrough the hallway that led to the 
commer of the second floor, where a science room with black counter- 
‘ops let in so mach sunligh that ie made you drowsy 

Because ofthe strong winds on the idand, douds of sand swept in 
from the grounds. It was always dusty in the building no matter how 
often iewas leaned. 

Since there were barely any students  pased several empty class 
rooms whea I walked those sandy hallways 

You never found sandy hallways or empry casrooms a a junior 
high in Tokyo. These decals made me fel at if I had traveled to an 
unfamiliar lan. 

3 From the bare southern windows poured into che deserted 
rooms, reflected off the white ceilings and Noor, and shone bright 
Inco the hallway. 

‘That song, peneratng light has been burned iaco my mind asa 
symbol of my life asa student on Tanegashima, 

Kanae was probably watching as ook in dat view with squinting 
os. 

‘Acthe time, I didris novice these things. I was oblivious, 


I didnit notice because my surroundings were to9 new to me and 
was nervous about fitting in, and also because, ..Akarl was too im- 
portant to me. 


| was just staring atthe grounds through a window in an empey class- 
room when I spotted a newly painted soccer goal lying on the ground. 
T had been a member of the soccer club at my old schoo! but 
hadn't rejoined, 
T had lose all interest in sports. Something had changed. 
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very day I bad off fom school, T toured the island on my bicycle 

(On the frst Sunday after I transferred, I went straight to the only 
bookstore in Minamitane and bought a guidebook on Tanegashima It 
was the kind chat had a map in ie isting the isla!’ tourist atractions. 

Using che book as my guide, I traveled to all ofthe picuresque 
spot. I was way too restless to sayin one place. 

‘When I started junior high, my aunt in Nagano bought me a 
‘mountain bike, which I ended up using quite lo. 

I called ie “mountain bike.” but it wasnt actually meant to climb 
‘mountains Iwas just an ordinacy bike from a hardware store. Infact 
its manual even contained the warning “Do not ride through the dir.” 
“That being said, ic was equipped with slick ttes and zode just ine if 
you pedsled hard enough. 

“Tanegashima isthe fifth largest offhore island in Japan, so travel 
i its entzey is much easier said than done. 

‘Minamicane was on che southern tip, and I worked my way north, 
visitng 2 tourist spor or two every weekend. - 

‘Tanegashima isa thin and narrow island tha stretches neatly forty 
miles from north to south. 

Riding my bike from Minamitane to Nishinoomote, a city tp 
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north, would be tough. Not impossible, bur counting backwards 1 
figuced that it would probably be too dark ro see on the way home, 

Despite chat, spent many weekends sleeping a the Urata Beach 
Retort campgrounds, on the northem eip of the island, Before going 
back to circling the island the nex day, 

‘Tanegashima Space Center was the place I went to fist. 

When I pedaled «few miles along the river and up a seright up- 
hill road, I as already standing on NASDA grounds (AXA wa sill 
called NASDA back then). 

My bicycle chain creaked al the way up the lope. When I nally 
reached the top che horizon expanded beneath me. 

‘A faded lawn, which could have been a golf course or a meadow, 
spread there. 

‘An asphalt road ran straight through is center 

Beyond that lay the ocean. 

‘Tanegashim sea seemed to be riddled with eragy rocks 

Scriped, light-brown Miocene sandstone reminiscenc of Mas sar- 
face jutted colossally out ofthe water everywhere. 

‘Centuties of violent erosion had worn away the shore, revealing 
the deep ted of the soil—exposing the island's tue colors which had 
been hidden tndera blanket of green. 

Far beyond the colossal red stones, a cape protrded into thes. 
Acie ip were ewe hora-shaped steel wowers and x square white build- 
ing. 

‘That was the launch site 

aid my bike on its side and stood in dhe middle of the road, 
Lifting my eyes to the expansive, if somewhac overcast sky, I imagined 
a soaring rockes. 

‘Which way was it flying, though, and how? 

Leouldic really pieare i. 

Despite having seen news footages of a rocker launch pleary of 
times, somehow T couldnt imagine i realistically. 
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Maybe the sky was just too vas 

“The sea looked 40 wide from che hilltop that I felt like T could 
perceive the Earths roundness by searing atthe horizon. This wasn't 
‘Tokyo’ narrow but directive sky. 

Tn the ewo years I spent on the island as junior high student, I 
became obsessed wich gazing at the sea. 

‘Whenever I had time 1 kill, I would climb the Kamori Summit 
(Observation Dede. I would strain my eyes to see the blur in the die 
‘ance that was Yakushima Island 

‘When I got tired of that view, I would go to che park at Cape 
XKadokura and rake inthe salty smell ofthe tide. Ceneuries ago, a Por- 
tuguese ship carrying whac would become Japanis first muskets had 
dbifted to that shore. 1 would stay therefor hours and watch spots of 
clouds lightly covering he blue ky turn uneven shades of red. 

T also often visited Shimama Por. 

Tewas the perfcr place to warch 2 sunset. You could even go fish- 
ing. The sun would begin to dip while I amused myself watching mer- 
chant ships ger unloaded. 

‘Ac the sight of the sun blazing like coal and sinking into the sa, I 
would feel mesmerized as ifthe apocalypse had come. 

Thus I made many places onthe island my own, 

IF rode may bike eady inthe morning, I could smell the morning 
dew. 

‘Whea that morning dew evaporated in the hor southern sun, I 
could smell the grass and the leaves. 

IF rode my bike on the national highway along the coast, I could 
smell the sea. 

‘When I could smell the rn, there would be a sudden downpour 
in the evening 3 

Baring robber onthe aha, smal al kinds of vtuminus 
aromas come and go. Through those shifs, I confiemed that T was 


moving. 


{had to keep going. 
would have gone crazy otherwise, 

‘That was truly an island of various aromas 

“The colors and atmosphere were so intense chat they almost made 
sme dizzy, 


T sent Akari alter describing my new life on the island. 

1 wot that I fle ody relieved tha che studene Body was much 
smaller than in Tokyo, wth only rwo clases pr grade. 

1 sald that Tanegashima surprised me; it was far more beatiful 
chan Thad expected. 

“Thea I wear on about the island, 

About the vivid contrat berween the red sol, che dark green 
mountains, and the fields chat were lighter green. 

About the starry sly I saw from Hoshihara, of "Seay Fie,” 
Beach after sneaking out of my house in the riddle ofthe night. 

“The ancients must have looked up at che nighe sky and ven 
Hoshiara is name, When I cood on tha beach, Ihad an uoobstruct- 
cd 180-degsee view of the endles sky and the ca. If che waves ever 
subsided, I might even see the sas refleced in the se. 

‘Alaris cers had changed abi ever since tha wintry day 

Her previous eter’ melancholy nuance, which fel dresed up in 
fake cheer, now seemed tobe fading, For the most pace, she seemed to 
be doing well 


After ewo quiet and fulfilling year 1 graduated fom junior high and 
envlled aca igh schoo! tem miles away in Nakeeane 


un 


Deep down, I think ! knew that my correspondence with Akari wasn't 
going co last. 
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‘My lees to her were always pages long, and her replies were just as 
| entensve. I wrote about both the important and trivial things char 
‘were going on in my life. An slmasecomperiive sense of urgency took 
over and forced me to lineup hundreds of words. imagine that Alar 
fel the same way. 
‘We were trying desperately to sey in souch, 
We needed to believe that we were connected through 2 special 
| ireuit—s0 we labored over our leer. 
Bur we couldstgo on tormenting ourselves like that Foever 
Burying my white sationery in words, | alvays fle the urge to 
claw a my desk in frustration. Ie was a iT had locked my greatest 
| twcasure in a safe that I was now unable to open 
} “The experience we had shared on cha snowy night. 
‘Avacididet write single word abou iin her leer. She never 
| ‘even vaguely ceferenced it.I flly understood how he Fle 
| Because I fel the same way. I dda write one word about i, e- 
ther 
‘We didnt plan for it co turn our dae way, lew all we could do, 
That moment. 
‘What had happened under the cherry tre was to ial 
; “That iall [can say 
| No metaphor can describe it 
: ‘On chat day, in that place, ehere had been a perf moment 
| ‘A moment of absolute purity. 
Ichad everything 
| Nothing more perfect could posiby exis 
| That moment bound prfetion wo a ceraln plac. We coun 
| bring it anywhere else 
Tewat moment that could never be pinto words 
| imen on display. 
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‘We coulda do that wo the experience that had changed us forever 
Forcing a description on che indestibable would only tarnish and 
degrade its original bilan. 

‘Which was why” 

‘Aer that experience, I never told Akar that my lecter to er had 
been swept away ina gut of wind ona plaform along the way. 

(On the las day we met, since we were gong to be torn apart, I 
had prepared a leer to ell Akti how I fle. I wanted to express in 
‘wiiting evrything I could say in person In the end, the wind stole 
that lter, whisking i off somewhere. 

Burm gla about it 

Linguistic expresion is so inaccurate and crude 

‘Words cant reproduce anything 

Thad seen the universe. 

‘To put ic metaphorical tems, che leeter I wrote before that ex- 
perience isthe ancient belief tha clephanes carry Each on a plat. 
No way I could hand her something so inaccurate asa representation 
of my felings 

1 was genuinely shocked by the frightening inaccuracy of the tol 
we call language. 

Even though I knew they. could never express my fecings, words 
‘wereall I could send her. 

1 could only ty to fee her chrough her words, on the other side 
ofthe sationery. 

‘Akar lecers could conta the euths witnessed on har fteful 
dy cicher, but T soughe the emoant ofthat overpowering experience 
in our correspondence. led to stop seeking i but couldat help my. 
self 

Not finding ic wore me out evencualy 

For the ist few years in Tanegsshima, par of my daily routine 
was to check the mailbox on the way o‘and from school 
No, ic was more of an unbreakable habie than a routine. 


{waited for ht eters as if were clinging to them. 
‘Whenever I found a leter from her in my mailbox, a sort of help- 
lessness also snuck into my jy. 

“Tel, that moment... 

No matter how far I reached, 1 coulda retrieve what I had so 
clearly held in my hands, 

Tried to put it into words more times than I could count. 

Yee whenever T wen co write it down, ic always turned into some- 
thing ele 

1 fete helpless. 

‘And Tm sure Akar did, too 

Ifshe wrote one more word, she would enter uncharted terdtory 
‘fcr much hesitation, as if seddenly ling silent, she would hal her 
pen. I could sense that at last, and sensed it profoundly. 

1 knew that feeling well. The limitations of words. Like being at 
the edge of a cif, unable to move forward. Evea if you tried, your 
mouth would move in vai, Like a stereo with muted speakers. ‘The 
CD rum. The music plays. Bur no sound is coming out. 

“Then, one day, we gave up on trying to share thar special feeling 
in our levies, 

Just lke that, chey turned into @ mere report of events, losing all 
of thelr depth and profundity. We were merely exchanging words on 
paper. 


‘And then our correspondence came to an end 


‘When it became clear that I would no longer be sending o¢ receiving. 


any lecers, I fel oddly relieved 

After that ephemeral relief passed, and che deep colors of reslicy 
painted over Akar’ lingering presence in me, what silenely crepe in 
was a hollow bur refreshing fecling—zhat I may never wish to be un- 
derstood again. 
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‘When I started living on the island, one ofthe things that surprised 
1me was chac all ofthe high school kids rode scoote and motorcycles 
(0 school ike it was nothing. 

‘When I passed by the library, I often saw a petite motoreyele in 
the parking lot facing the ational highway. A ge in school unifoem, 
and sporting an open-faced white helmet, would come out of the li- 
bray, straddle her motoreyele, give the ground a practiced kick, and 
speed away. 

“The school had given her permission to come by motorcycle, of 

Being from mainland Japan, I found the idea of motorbiking to 
schoo! realy odd. To be hones, I sill find it odd. 

‘While Tanegashima was quite large, there wasnt a single railroad 
‘on the island. Buses were also in shore supply. Traveling by motorcycle 
tight be convenient, but bicycles also seemed like an option. 

(Or s01 had though. 

When I started cling from Minamitane to my high school in 
Nakatane, however [learned chara motoreycle was an absolute neces- 
sie Kewas esental for surva 

‘When I first started high school, {had gone by bike, 

Te was exactly cen miles from my house ro the school. I measured 
icout witha ruler and map. 

Seems lke a reasonable distance for some deity exeite. People are 
ays saying ow the terran here slat It shouldbe apiece of cake 

Twas prety certain, 

But after a couple of brutal weeks on my bike, I ealized cha had 
sade aterible mistake 

‘Who the hel said Tamegachima ws fst! 

‘To put ic simply, people only thought the island was flat because 
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ie didnt cise to a mile above sea level like Yalushima. While its only 
common sense, an island is 2 landform that sticks out of the ocean. 
So icnacurally has move bumps and abrupt slopes than the mainland’s 
plains. 

1 didnie mind riding uphill when I was sightseeing. However, once 
those uphill ereks became a parc of my dally routine, my body and soul 
fete as heavy a lead, 

Right by the area becween Minamitane end Nakatane was 2 de 
pression as deep as a valley. Although a fantastic rustic landscape ex- 
panded beneath me on either side, ic meant tackling 2 sharp, step hill 
whenever I left or wens home. 

IFT hustled to make icin time for che morning bell, my heart and 
tungs fle like chey might collapse from the climb. 

TF Lever went full speed downhill withoue hitting the breaks, 1 
would definitely lose control and either fll or crash into something. 

‘And that wast all, 

‘Strong winds from the sea slammed the island all chroughout the 
year, Fighting the oncoming winds wore me down to the core. 

Even on the national highway, chere were no streetlamps of any 
thing ofthe sore. Since there waso' 2 single house outside of town, che 
fren became pitch black in the exly hours of the night 

Tm not exaggerating when I say pitch black. Ie gor so dark that 
{coulda tell where the road ended or began. The headlights on my. 
bicycle were virually useless. 

"The worst parc was that it rained in that darkness. Evening show 
«t8 came like clockwork as if someone were being spiteful 


So I finally decided to call ic quits. Ierammed all night, passed the" 


written exam for my mororeyele license, and asked my parents to buy 
ime the Honda Super Cub, which was recommended by my school 
My Cub was small 50 cc motorcycle, a scooter. [lke Cubs. They 
have compartments to store your things and a transmission chat rap- 
idly zips you uphill. Mine even had plastic fuirings by the footpegs to 
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dlellece the wind. My Cub was sturdy and practical 

Which reminds me... Kanae had recommended from the outset 
that I buy a Cub. 

1 had too much confidence in my phyaical seengeh olsten ther. 
“I dont need a Cub,” I had told her proudly. “I can jue use my 

Buc my atitade completely Bipped soon afterwards. 

‘The frst morning I motorbiked to school, I ran into her in the 
‘parking ot. Se had also come to school on a Cub. 

“Ltold yous” she said 
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| “rediscovered” Kane Sumida a che beginning of high school, before 
‘summer, when I was stl siding my bicycle to school 

| pedaled down the straight road from Nakatane High south to 
Nakayama Beach. 

‘The town broke off into nothing but empry fields on ether side. 
sped past 2 coin-operated rice polisher, rode up and down the low hlle 
in the woods, and saw decayed motorboats lining the street. When 
| pressed on, the surrounding woods cutoff all at once and x beach 
suddenty came into view. 

“There was a parking lor that faced 2 doce, which had concrete 
-everments. But I never saw any boats parked at the dock. No one ever 
used it, 30 no one was ever there 

‘To the right of the harbor was a pure-white beach that curved far 
into the distance. 1 scooped up the tiny grains of sand and watched 
‘hem glcter in my hand. 

‘The ocean was vast, ts color was dark, and the shrinking undula- 
‘ions in the distance turned into foamy white waves, which at times 
‘reared small cubes that rolled onto shore, 

I never grew tced of gazing at that view. 

But I hada come t0 look ar the sea. I picked up a heavy white 
srone from a corner of the packing le, placed it inthe sand, and sat on 
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ito smoke a cigarette. No one ever came by 

Back cha, hete werent any weird Taspo cards that served as your 
1D at cigacerte vending machines, was blisful ea where you could 
buy as much vending-machine tobacco as you liced. I wonder how 
Kids who want ro smoke in high school ate doing these days, 

1 vacandly seared out ar the ocean and fiddled withthe sea bind- 
woeds by my feet. Way out in the distance, I could se a bodyboarder 
paddling outro the open sa 

Well, bi is are, 1 thought. Stcinaming is probibited at this beach, 

While 20 one was around and it was a convenient place to prac- 
tice, [wondered ifthe bodyboarder would be okay. 

‘The yellowish wecsut was easy to spor in the water. The body 
boarder looked kind of small and was probably a gicl. She fought 
‘wholeheartedly against che waves, clung ro her board when they threw 
ther back to shore, and repeated the cyee. She seemed too new at the 
sport to call her skills good or bad. 

Yet, for some reason, I found her moving. 

She seemed desperate, 2s if her goal was to paddle and fight che 
vwaves rather than ride ther, 

As | watched her keep a it a strange sense of urgency welled up 

[fel like Iwas slacking off when I should be fighting like hee. 

T pu my cigaretes and porcable asheray in my pocket and, a cold 
rock stil below my butt, continued ko gaze atthe pecce bodyboarder. 
‘Then ic hie me: ott thee Kamae? 

1 stared atthe girl fora few minotes. Ie was definitely Kanae Su- 
sida. 

‘She, to0, had gone from Minamitane Junior High to Nakatane 
High. We were in the same grade but had no classes togedher. There 
were only two high schools near Minamitane, so it wasnt odd that we 
had ended up at the same one. 

Huh, Ididtt know Kana surf. 
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Alchough this was news to me, I wasnt sutprised, 

‘She was an athletic gel with the quintesential “slander” vibe, and 
ic only seemed fitting chat she was into water sports 

For a while, I watched absentmindedly as she cried to stand on 
her board then almost immediarly fill off, Seeming to calli quis, 
she started back towards the beach. When ic was shallow enough for 
hee co wally she began parting che water with her shins above the 
sandy floor, her bodyboard following behind by the strap arached to 
her leg 

“That was when she finally noticed me and flinched. 

“Hl” Tsai, iguring thac it would be more nacual to talk than 
stay silent. didnt know why she looked lke she had seen a ghost, She 
seemed mortified, as iT had caught her doing something embarras- 
ing. 

“Toho...” she sd, stopping where she stood. She started to- 
wards me, then stopped again several fee avray. She was sila lide 
out of breath 

“What? Why did you come here? she asced in beoween rough 
breaths. 

"I just kind of stumbied upon ths place...” That was really the 
‘aly reason. “I didn't know you surfed” 

“Well, um..." Kanae interlaced her fingers in fronc of her. She 
seemed uncomfortable. I gues had shown up atan awkward time. 

‘With apparent determination, she brikly walked up co me, stood 
nex to me, and finally sat down in the sind, 

"Leane call myself a surfer yet. I've only jus started, 
sounded like she was facing dow, 

She might have sat next ro me to keep me from looking at her 
shin-tigh wecuit. My eyes politely rurned to the white edges ofthe 
waves cling to shore. The image of Kanae's unexpectedly slender legs 
stayed with me for while, though 

“lant che water sill fcezing? Ids really impressive that you come 


she said, Ie 
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hire seright fom school to practic.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Do you practice every day?” 

"Not every day. And T'm noc impressive at all” 

| genuinely thoughe thac her efforts were admirable, bue dida't 
argue the point, She seemed upset with herself empathized with thar 
feeling, and she might noc appreciate lame attempes to cheer her up, 

“Do you ofien come ro this beach, Tohno?” 

No rally. I've only been here ewo or three times before. 

“You donit say. I guess you're just as strange as I though...” 

Met Wy 

"People dont usually come here alone to watch the sea.” 

"I guess I se your point” 

“Yeah, ia lil strange” 

Maybe she wat sight. People dont rend to randomly go 0 the 
beach and space out in rea ie. 

ven £0, heating a local gi call me “strange made me a lcd 
self-conscious. I was prerty detached and didn't care how people 
viewed me, but felt alienate ac the same time. It wasnt very pleasant. 

“Bodyboarding is beautifil,” Isa 1 wasn trying to larter her 1 
‘was just being honest, 

She cured my way. "Yeah? You really think 402" 

“Definitely. Something about iis really string. Ie mut feel nice 
to ride che waves, but even beter ro paddle out towards the gimmer- 
ing sa” 

“Oh, I feel the same, Heading our to the ocean i the best.” 

“What it ike?” A 

“Umm, ic kind of fel lke “got this” or “Todays the day! ot 
something... I, uhh, can't describe i al that well, bur i ike Here ic 
comes! and ‘Almost cere..." 

“The cension of going to capcue chat moment.” 

"Righe,ies like char.” Kanae's eyes were wide with surprise, “How 
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do you come up with that stuf 50 quickly" 

“I dost really” 

“Lwish youd always talk this much.” 

“Lealkall the time.” 

“I donic know... I have this image of you, Tohno. Even with your 
friends, feel like you stop yourself mid-sentence when you have more 
tomy” 

Tt guess... Hey, If’ okay with you, TU like co watch you surf 
some more,” I changed the subject. 

“No wayt" Kanae shot me down. She practically recoiled. 

“Why noe” 

“Because I stink a it” 

“No, you dont.” 

“Tim diferent from you, Tohno” 

“In what way?" 

“Ina loc of ways, Ie « angled mess. Not easy to explain’ 

“If you say so. 

We werent diferent. Ir was just chat when the lines became 
‘crossed, I couldnt accept i. couldee admit it 


‘When Kanae was ready to leave the beach, I invited her to visit a con- 
venience store with me, 

“Wha... Are you sure? she asked, not malking any sense. Since Td 
inviced her, Iwas quite sure. 

Kanae told me to wait as she “changed real quick” then disip- 
peared into the chick brush of the coastal woods 

| stood there momentarily puzaled when a thought crossed my 
minds How did Kane get here? Id be a prety tough walk. Maybe by car? 

‘Before long, pulling a Cub up beside her, she emerged from the 
dense thicket. She had changed into her school uniform and thrown a 
bath rowel over her shoulder. 

Twas more amazed than suepeised that she could change outdoors. 


Leave i to the iland gil. Tokyo gies could never even imagine 
doing such a thing. 
Kanae’s natural fearlessness dazed me, 


‘With me on my bike and her on her Cub, we headed to a nearby AL 
Shop. Thar 2 Kagoshima convenience store chaia, and i was the only 
cstablishment resembling a modern store along the road from Nakaya- 
ma Beach to Minamicane. 1 ike convenience sores, though. Cheap, 

back, and relaxing. 

Since 1 pedaled at full speed and Kanae went slow, our paces al- 
‘most matched. I was completely out of breath by the time we arrived. 

‘We bought drinks and made small alk on a faded bench outside 
the store, We talked about our new classes, our teachers, that kind of 
scuff 

Kanae urged that get a moworeyle. Sul et on my bicyle at 
that point, I pretended I didet need a Cub, but deep down... starced 
having second though. 

‘Whar bothered me more, chough, was Kanae's observation bacle 
at che beach. 

“That I stopped talking when I seemed to have more to say 

[fete lke she'd gotten me where i burt. 

Maybe T svar weirdly self-conscious. Maybe my arsrude did leave 
such an impeesion 

Iwas blown avay. Kanae, 2 gid who didn’ stand out much at 
school or know me very well, had hit che nail on the head. 

Tfshe began to occupy a special place in my heart, then that might 
have been why. 


Since cha day, Kanae and I grew closer, " 

We would wave or exchange looks every time we encountered 
cach other in the hallway. When our other fiiends werent there, we 
would stand around and chat. 


Oa realy rate occasions when we got out of school a the same 
tae, we also rode home together on our Cubs. And... Well that was 
about the extent of our fiendish. 

Kenac always looked alle nervous when she was wlkng to me. 

‘While she seemed more charming to me when she was charting 
checflly with her classmates, around me she was bit tenwe. But 
new she det hae me. She dda hare me a all 

What I'm tying to s3y—and ths might sound pretntious—is 
thac she was ershing on me, maybe. 

‘The joy in her Face when she saw me said a mach 

T made ste no reat in sey way. In other words pretended 
not to notice and totally put off dealing with ic, 

Bue I did honest ike her ata person | loved her energy Her 
vibes aways pu ms 

Icha been some time since Fle dat way. 

Ta any cate, it was nie having a fiend ofthe opposite ex I could 
tall o.fle myzeif unwinding every time we met up. 

In fice being round her showed me ust how tense Tl been 

‘Whenever I was with Kanae, fla litle more comforable, 


My father's job was going well and the transfers seemed to be over. It 
seemed lke he was going t work in Tanegashima until he retired. 

‘Whether I liked cor noc, my roors began sinking into the ground. 

1 could fel 

Twas sarcng to get sack 

Keep transferring for to long, and you get into the hab of think 
ing thar al place are temporary. You never let yourself fe! at hom 

Even on she island I had taken that stance, Jus like I always had 
Js like Thad whenever moved. 

But aay basic worldview was beginning to Fay. 

“Lwant wo go somewhers,” I would blure out when Twas alone, co 
‘my own astonishment. 
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Did thas jst come from me, the kid who wa rsd asa nomad? Do 
Trelly want hat? 

Changing residences—or moving—had always been something 
that was forced on me, not what I was supposed to want. Hadnit I 
always accepted ic with solemn resignacion, knowing that my only op- 
tion was fo knock down everything I had built up and co stare again 
from scratch? 

‘Why did I want co leave? 

‘Maybe I el frustrated. 

Ac myself, for gradually accepting the island as my home. 

T milled over this for quite long time. I chought about my vague 

want to go somewhere” probably contained « nuance of “want 
to gohome” 

‘Bur where was home? I didnt have a hometown. 
cial attachment to any place because I never put down roots. 

‘Where did I wane ro rerun? 

Had Tefe anything behind? 

For the frst time in a while, Tshoughe about Akar. But that 
neighborhood that was no longer hers couldnt be it. 
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never flea spe- 


‘Then I ad the dean, 


° 


“The heavens were inconsistent. A dull, enchanting light glimmered in 
«dark sky clearly nor of this word. Inthe black-blve zenith outed a 
nebula faded burgundy and fune-blue pater ik dissolving pain 

‘Towards che pater, che wind blew thick white clouds chat had 
a depth. Behind them stars spinkled in che sky played peek--boo, 
Some of them loomed lage and carved a blurry cross of light into the 
cles canvas. Thin contra spiraled up. 


Js below the firmament, ewo bird crossed over each other and 
flew fr inco the distance. 

Starting from the zenith, my ees traced the dowarward flow of the 
nebula agains the indigo background, 

‘The color faded as it approached the horizon, transitioning from 
indigo co dask ble, from blue tothe faint green of coral lagoon, 

Light leaked in from below the horizon. 

Very showy, bc surly. 

‘hat fine green was gradually eroding che deep night. The trans 
formation seemed quite gentie—a Kind light seeping ino a kind dark 

Telooked like I could squeene she passing clouds if I reached out 
to touch them. 

coal hear the wind. 

‘The undergrowth covering an entire hill swayed in waves 

Righe,! was on hill 

A view of che widest sky, and the farthest horizon, 

Maybe ie was che center of the waivers, Nothing here was man- 
made. 

Yer everything was perfect. 

‘Two figures drew near, walking on the soft gras. 

“They climbed the hil 

as ore of them, 

The other was agi. 

Rastling fotteps in the grass. 

‘Weclimbed toa cecain height, then stopped, 

She ston che gas. 

A whice lower bloomed. 

What looked like a dragonfly Sutrered its wings and few away. 

‘The giel and I were enveloped ina clear, green igh. 

‘Wetared up at the sky from the bil 

The dstane ighe greens 


‘The wind flowed endlessly through the grass, the res, che lowers, 


A glane sphere climbed the horizon and revealed its entire danke 
blue form. 

le was a mastive planet leagues larger than the Earth's moon, [ 
could even feel its gravitational pull dragging me i. Ie coulda’ atu 
ally be « moon. 

” Shey ey ii: aed Te aT seanding 
com a planet chat circled another, as iF holding hands, We watched the 
fated partner unveil itself in the gentle lighe of dawn, 

“Then —the sun appeared. 

‘A.white light, born just below che blue plant. The tiniest glimpse 
peeking out fiom below the horizon transmuted the atmosphere. An 
intense, devastating force was released upon a once gentle world 

Te overwhelmed the blue planer and chased the stars back into the 
heavens. 

“The hues of the night receded from the sky. 

T could se light pouring forth in every direction. 

‘The sun slenly ascended. 
ts rays struck the ground, and our shadows dart 


“The vegezation basked in the glow, and their colors deepened. 

“The sunlight pierced the thi, low-lying clouds from below, throw 
ing thei shadows into the heavens 

‘An irmmaculace halo surrounded 2 perfect sun, 

Taverted my eyes from its overpowering glare. 

1 glanced down atthe gid, 

“The wind tossed her hale. My skin was sensate again, 

She was watching the planet and the sun perform theie duet. 

‘Scorching rays bear down on my face and I stood up, bu the girl 
sa procected in the shade, 
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eouldat see het fice. 
‘With aah, the white sun burst into reddish Rames, 2 conflagrs 
‘ion of orange. The landscape ewisred and quivered under the blaze. 
A locc of birds flew into the distortion. 
| could no longer tell whether ie was dawn or dusk. 


| woke up ia my room, The morning s 

| washed my face, changed inwo my schoo! uniform, skipped 
breakfast. and rode my Cub co school. No one was there yet. I went 
to the archery grounds and opened the shutters to the shooting hall 
and target are. 1 grabbed my cazbon Higo Sozan bow and duraumin 
rows. When I entered the hall from the left and readied ray bow, the 
‘morning sunlight poured onto my feet. The red tinge thar spread over 
‘Tancgashima was much faece than che light {had seen in may dream, 

U dide' have dyudo practice the moraing of my deear but had 
come anyway 

1 was probably aying co avoid confusing its images with the 
sounds, smells and sensations of my everyay lie. 

1 dont cven know when I fist had that dream. Yer one day, I no- 
iced that it was recurring. = 

‘A dream where vas with an unknovn gil, ona plane that wasnt 
Earth could se che landscape so eealy that T could draw it, but my 
iimpresion of the gic was disurbingly vague. I couldn tll who she 
was, Ie was as ifonly her presence was thee. 

1 think the landscape in my dream was roughly based on ‘Tane 
gathima. You found broad hils like that almose anywhere on the is- 
land 

Buc I had never seen binary planes of distorting sune with my 
own eyes 

What inthis world made me have that dream? 

In thar landscape, I fle ule 
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1 in through the thin 


Te had everything I soughe. All chat I wished for but couldn ex- 
press was forcefully erched into that world. 
IT eould go there... 
| would chrow everything els away. 
I wouldst need my parencs, my friends, 2 home co return to, 0F2 
Futute—nov a single thing. 
loved that pa 
Loved whatever it was that imbued tha place. 
Every time I opened my eyes and got dragged back co reality, I was 
beset by sense cha Iwas incomplete. 
‘would eke big gulps of water straight from the fcer until was 
"then Tele ht the bck of my ot wa chy este 1 
was thirsry. 
Tewas because an importane picce of me was missing 
“The drearn was che missing piece that ft exactly in place. It was 
crying to ell me something. Some unknown pare of me was issuing 
a threat. Thad beuter seach for its chat self warned: I would only ever 
wake ro empey moraings until {found it and made ic mine. 


‘After had shor arrows uncil my arms were to shaky to grip the bow I 
scarred ryping outa message on my cell phone, I'd developed the habit 
of logging my dreams so { woulda forget them. 

“The hazy acbula staining the heavens, the unnaturally beautifil 
lighe green of the low sky, ancl che warmth of gil by my side, never 
more than an impresion. 

Timor ovr leo the sie fm Dglalag ts end, 
‘Then without meaning to, but quite naturally, I concluded with the * 
question, “Who are you?” . 

‘Thar was when I vealized I was transribing the dream s6 that 1 
could share it with someone, 

wanted 0 cell someone something, 
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‘Thar song dest lay doreant inside me. 

“Telling someone something. 

Only ther someone would understand. 

ewasall so vague. 

‘Who di I want o tlk a? And what did I want toy? I couldst 
find the answers, Like some dream I had forgotten upon waking, they 
lay beyond my consciousnes. 

Done composing, I fiddled with my cel, and then lke always 
deleted the message. 


| fle nostalgic when T thoughe abour Akari Shinohara, but that was 
about it.I had 2 daily routine, various matters ro arend co. I had no 
‘choice but ro think of her as belonging to my past, which rally wasnt 
that hard for me todo, 

1 was strugaling to ge through each and every day. Thad no time 
to reece on the past. 

Yer sometimes fle 2 presence, saw a figure inthe corner of my 
eyes and would stop dead in my tracks 

Tefeitas if someone's shadow, or spirit, was watching me from not 
faraway. 

T would squint my eyes, but no one was ever there. Kane shor me 
«4 puraled look every time I abrupey tuened my head and glared into 
empey space. 

"Shadow isnt che right words it was no more chere chan a breath 
ofr 

only knew that the breath fle kind to me. 

Generally, was regarded as a decent, sociable guy who didnt 
make any waves, 

‘A thin invisible wall always separated me fom my sucroundings, 
‘but I buile perfectly amicable relationships across it 

A skadow was being cas into tha gap, the nasrow margin of error 
that only Kanae seemed to register. I didn know whose it was. wasnt 
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even sure what ie was trying 0 tell me. 
"Who are you?” I occasionally asked the shadow lurking in che gap 
at the edge of my world, when no one was around. 
Pretty gloomy of me, if do say so myself. 


Alchough there were a few minor complications, getting a Cub was 
definitely the sigh decision. 

With i, [could go anywhere on the island. A buge plus was that I 
could gee vo Nishinoomote, on the northern tp, anytime I liked. The 
‘most developed city on Tanegashima, it was the only place I could buy 
anything other than necessities. You even had ro go through its por if 
you wanted to leave for Kagoshima City 

Now thac I had a motoreyce, there was suddenly so much more 
T could do 

My mindser changed subd a a esul. 

‘A greater reach meant more forthe taking, [¢ was as if my arm had 
grown longe: 

felt bigger. Td been granted greater fccdom so tke what I liked. 

‘One time, {spent an entire Sunday circling che island. I had done 
that on my bike a ew years back, but cis time was oelly dierent, 

‘On my bike, I had desperately followed the route suggested in my 
guidebook. With my Cub, though, I could go down say road, I went 
‘where I pleased, easily 

Te made life exciting. 

Maybe Pl get carne 

Teas oatuel thoughe. 

“The next step. How far would my domain extend? Just the idea 

smade oy hence ce. 
But then Fé remember: I couldnt leave the island by mocoreycle 


‘And my daydreams would always top there 


‘When I was fecting blue, I would side my Cub along the seaside elif 
‘oad, rom the Hizoca Ruins so the Space Cente. The wind always fel 
nce against my body. The scent of the ocean was always refreshing. 

With the extreme ups, downs and curves, cas rarely ever took the f 
road. In Kanto, street races would have defniely made i their home 
track. 

‘While I wished my Cub were more powerful uphill, when looked 
t@ the sea on my left and lene my body to the cresting road, Ile like 
Thad left behind all my troubles. 

TEL gor cred, { would lean against the my fence along the cif 
and smoke 

IFT scared out into space for an hour, breathing as slowly as 1 
‘ould, my heart scarce to link to another channel 

‘There were afew places on the island where T could be alone. 

‘Once, heading to suck a spor, [ran into Kanae. 

‘When was chat aguin? She had already switched from bodyboard- 
{ng to surfing, so ic must have been after the summer of my second 
year in high school, Shel gone for the real deal saying she wanted 0 
stand on chose waves, 

Since the islane!s population density was so low, there were hardly 
any people where I hung around. 1 seldom ran into my classmates 
outside of school, 

Riding down a narrow road south from the center of Minamitane, 
T eame across a familiarlooking Cub parked on the side of the road 
Tewas Kanae’. 

Each Cub wore drt in a slightly different way, soi was surprising 
Iy eay co tell whose Cub was whose 

Teouldaic see her anywhere, so I decide to take a look around. 

Thad been riding aimlessly and not noticed thac 1 was near an 
clementary school. I couldnt see or hear any children, though. The 
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rworstory building was made of reinforced steel but in terible con. 
dition 

Did it lose denon? 

| went through the ste! gates and trespassed onco the grounds, 

1 found Kanae right away. She was sting, with her legs out, on a 
bench in corner and saving into space. 

“Toho...” she muttered disractedly. Ie was rare to see such a 
subdued eacton from hee. 

“Weird spot you chose,” I remarked, ambling up to her. 

"Yeah. I come here every once in awhile, Like whea Tm feeling 

Sownds like something I would do, | though: 

1 took what she sid a face value and figured she must have boen 
beat. I honestly fle sorry for hex. lively gid like her looking weary 
seemed so wrong. 

“This” she anounced abruptly, “is where I wens to elementary 

“Fuh, you doat say” 

“But now its completely closed” 

“Tesure does sem that way.” 

‘This time I got a good look ar the building, The dark-red paint on 
the stark concrete walls was almost entirely faded and pectin. 

"The ehools you know don't have bare concrete wale ike this, do 
they?" 

“Cant say they do.” 

“Its because ofthe typhoons. I’ too dangerous to put down mor- 
tar or tiles. We just paint ditecly oneo che concrete. Seeing my school 
all bleak aad abandoned like this...makes me fel really lone 

Elementary schools were being shuc down and consolidated due 
‘0 the area declining population, but it hadnt affected a junioc high 
transfer like me 

A heartfele recollection on the pare of a morose Kenae, however, 
petsuaded me that it was a setious issue 
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"Yous lonely? [asked ll 00 directly 

“Yeah,” Kenae admined without ado, “I mean, was here for sit 
Yeats, fom when I was seven years old. Ihave alot of memories ofthis 
School. es sad to lose a place filled with so many.” 

“Tee” I nodded, but the words tha flowed out of my mouth next 
suprised me, "Yi kinda jealous.” 

hg 

"Because I dont know what that feels like. Ie prery much 
hopped from school to school my whole life. dont ehink theres a 
single place I feel sentimental about” 

“Vox donc wanna go back to Tokyo?” 

“Tokyo? Why?” 

“You just seem like you want to go buck. Thats what people are 
saying, anyway.” 

“don't have any special acachment tothe place, though.” 

“But arent you planning to go ro college in Tokyo?” 

“Yeah, bur not for any specific reason. Talyo’s prety much the 
‘main hub of Japan, When in doubs, stay in the center 

"Wow, youre so. decisive...” 

“I gues if hac’ what you wanna cali" 

Kanae pinched and rwiszed her fnges for amine. Isuppote she 
needed something to be moving while she was chinking—to remind 
bec thar time was passing. 

“Heys how can I be deci 

Whar do you mean?” 

“leant decide anything.” 

“Youie deciding pleny Like deciding to sue and scl” 

“Acrually, my older sister surfed, 40 Ie just another hand-me- 
down. What do I watia do? Where should Igo? I have no idea...” 

“Youre saying you can decide where ta go to college?” 

"Well, thar so, but...” 

“You mean more ina general sense?” 


ike you?” 


"Yeah, I think so, Which 

“Panicking?” 

“Ws sary..." 

“Whats scan?” 

“Not being able co make decisions because I done know what | 
want, And also watching other people make decisions” 

he 

1 got what she was saying, Finally 

‘And I could relate to her, and sympathiee with her 

Not knowing what you want r0 60 or become. N 
decide. Lcking the base for it 

‘What is most valuable to you? What cant you let go of? What 
would you ris ical to achieve? 

‘She was suck because she couldnt answer those questions. 

She didat know why she couldnt decide, when her classmates 
made it look so czy 

Te mighc sound a bie cheesy, bt Kanae had no dreams to dream. 

Hence her panic. 

knew exactly how scary thar could be 

“Maybe I was making hasty decisions to avoid facing chac fe. 

Her classmaes were probably just the same. 

1 realized something, 

Come to tin oft, ith normal for people not 10 knoe tet they 

Maybe I just didnt wanc co accep that in myself : 

Influenced by che mood, the media, and such, 

‘Our environment—sociery, in other words—says co held on fo + 
our dreams. Television, magazines, and fashion innocuously push the 
wonders of making your dreams come true, F 

Everyone is convinced that having a purpose i priceless. 

‘Kanae was suffering from chat belie, 

"Ws the same thing with surfing.” she sald, “I only reached for 


«being able co 


1m 


Ie because ic was close by. 1 didnt care what, I just choughe T might 
change #1 tried something new. So Thad my older sister tach me 
how ro sued” 

fk 

"Buc | gues ith no use. Icantteven stand on the board ye, What 
ever its, you need to have your life rogether to do ic wel. You know, 
ieb moe like I need co suf or anything. Maybe I should just give up— 

“You absolutely musese” imterupted, 

“What?” Siting upstaight, Kana looked at me aif she had just 
woken up, 

“You might know not where you going, but that docsé mean 
you won't make ic somewhere. Just because you can't fe! yourself mov 
ing forward doesnt mean that you zeit” 

“What do you mean?” Now she seemed confused. 

“As long as you persevere, youl azrve somewhere eventually. No 
‘mater where thac might be, I chink having the abil to say you did 
your bes ro get there is enough of an accomplshmene. Even if you 
dont end up where you though< you would, moving forward isa vi- 
‘ory in itself By che way, Homan Shrine and the lake are right around 
the comes, arent they? You know, the red-ice shrine” 

“Hub? Oh, yeah, Whar about ie" 

‘A Tancgashimia tourist spor, Homan was a shrine to che goddes of 
toe harvests. Neat it was a feshwater lak 

“you dive deep enough, you can swim all the way eo grotto on 
Madate Beach” 

“What? No way! The lake and the grotto are connected?” 

"No, tha jus legend, The only thing connecting hem, aerlly, 
Jsour imagination.” 

“Wow, you surprised me there. How did you hear about tat leg- 
endo” 

“What Tn trying to say is that sometimes things can connect in 
tunexpecrd ways. When you look back on things, you marvel at how 
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far youve traveled, and maybe where you ended up is the right answer 
afer all. So just keep moving forward and dont stop. IF you do, you 
won't go anywhere.” 

“ve never sen you tak so much before,” Kanae sad, off-topic, 
alice looking stunned for 8 moment 

“Tm not ll chat quiet olay? I ale when there's something ro call 
about.” 

‘She didnt specifically agree or disagree with my outlook. I gues if 
cheering her up were that easy her eroubles wouldnt have been serious 
fn the fis place. 

“ve never heard of that legend before, How am I only heating 
about this from you now when I've lived here my whole life?” 

‘Because this your hometown. Loca cai ether backyard from a 
tourist point of view. 

(Of course, I didait voice thar thought 

was beginning to sympathize deeply with Kanae' feats and anx- 

‘Too many people are carcles when it comes to thir goal, hope, and 
dream, 

‘To many people ask, “What do you want to be?” 

dost went s0 answer those fol 

I cont went so ave to put my dreams into words 

1 range how people dont now what they lose when they put an 
‘dea into words 

Why do they try to make me define something thas only exists in vague 

Why do they want to desrey somerhing so formles, 10 important by 
defining i 

“They beve mo ide whet true beat is 

“Things of rue value have no definite frm. 

‘Those hostile ideas unfurled in my head, 

‘My own speech to Kanae made me anxious, 


126 


Had I accidentally suid something fatal co myself? 
Would I eventually ge somewhere if | persevered? 

‘What couldat 1 let goo 

T hoped swimming through 2 dark wacer tunnel feally got me 
someplace else 
‘Would I actually be okay with not ending up where I wanted? 
Dic {erly believe thas? 
‘Whac did I want to choose? 
Noching. 
Thad always known thar there was nothing worth choosing. 


“L really admite my big ser..." Kanae sid. “IF Tm not careful, 1 
‘might become just like her withour even noticing ie 

“Is chat bad? 

“Yeah. [thik ic is; I don't know, ic just bothers me. I dont like 
‘when people compare us. 

“I'm an only child, s0 I doa't know how that feels” 

“T-do love my big sis, I just cant stand the pressure, After she 
tradared high school, she went straight co Fukuoka Univer, gor 
her teaching license, became a reacher right away, and then came back 
home. Thats what Ihave co five upto, Leven have to see her at echool.” 

‘Mibo Sumida, you mean. 

Ms. Sumida, a new teacher who artived the same year that we 
centered our high school. 

"Well, were keeping ira secret for now. Bet you never would've 
guessed wete sister 

‘Contrary to Kanads assumption, I lteady knew. 1 had spoken 
ptivately with Ms. Sumida on a couple of occasions. 
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Tewasin the evening, not long after I had started my fest year of high 


| 
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schoo. Iwas riding my Cub home when ic unexpectedly stalled inthe 
riddle of the deserted country road 

T repeatedly kicked the starter, but the engine showed no sgn of 
Ife. Fe woulda even re 

1 was still quite far from home. As the darkness thickened around 
ime, T cred to figure out my next mave when a passing ca, an old 
hatchback, pulled over on the side of the road. A young woman 
scepped out from the driver side. 

"What up?” she asked 

“My Gub ise working.” 

“Hiinm, Ise its new” she sid, examining my Cub. "You sure its 
noc our of gs?” 

‘She spoke in a no-flls, straightforward manner. “Everyone over- 
cstimates the Cubs mileage. Mose first-timers dont know when to re- 
ful Iaeeical ee time, I'l take you tothe gat station and back so you 
can buy yourseFsome gatoline.” 

“Thank you so much. Are you sure i isnt t00 much rouble.” 
Jus hen, T realized who I was speaking co, "Ms Sumida” 

"Ab, abonght you were one of our stents, Tim glad Iwas past 
ing throug. You extying ash?” 

"Yeah, alte bit.” 

Barely making sure chat I ad shut my door, Ms. Sumida stepped 
‘on the accelerator. The headlight beams chased off the darkness as 


‘we continued down the farm road. LINDBERG' “l BELIEVE IN 
LOVE" was playing in the ea 
"This song takes me back” xi. | 
“Hiuh? Er, yeah icwas really popular when Las young. Buryout" » | 
Ms, Sumida asked suspiciously | 
“es nostalgic for me.” f | 
“Tused to doit oo, but dont all high schooler ay chac things are 
‘nostalgic withour really mesning ie” 
“Thats probably tue. I lived in an apartmene where this song 
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sometimes played on the USEN radio. This song and che view I had 
from the veranda are sort of linked together i 

“Where did you live before?” 

“Tokyo. ..and various other places.” 

“Oh jeen. I cant even rell dialects apart anymore,” Ms, Sumida 
said, scratching the stecring wheel. “Jus lice while ago, I could tell 
the differeace between a newcomer and a local in one try. Everyone's 
dialect is getting softer” 

‘We arrived at the gis station. After { borrowed a jetry can and 
filled it, Ms. Sumida drove me back to the spot where she had found 


“es nos like there ate any temprations along the way, 101 guess 
just take care scooting home,” she sad through the open cat window 
“Then, without any sore of gesure, she ficed forward and promptly 
00k of 

Ms. Sumida wasnt one to waste time, In fac, she hadnt even 
checked if my cank was really empry 

opened and refled the ank and tied runing on the engine. 

Testarted on the frst shot 


{ran into Ms, Sumida again a few months later on a Sunday. I was 
‘ating lunch at a hamburger joint before going ro Nishinoomote for 
‘some shopping, when someone barged into the wooden-floored estab- 
lishment, called out my name, and took: a seat across fom me, Ie was 
her. 

“Are you on island patrol way?” I dreaded having to deal with hee 
‘of ll people but spoke as politely a I could. 

“Hiell no. I dont gee paid enough to search for mischievous kids 
‘on my day off” she grumbled before ordering a coffe. “Well. | was 
just passing by and happened to spot you, so T figured this was the 
perfect opportunity to ger a good look at your face 

My..face?” 


"Yes 
‘Why? 
“Why do you thin 

‘After thinking for about five seconds, an answer came ro me. “Are 
you related to Kane?” 

"Thar was fast. You're a quick guesser” 

"Wait, 90 you two are setually elated?” I was precty shocked. 

‘We're not just relatives, wet sisters. A lor of Sumidas around 
these parts—I thoughe it might be harder to guess” 

She was tight. Until char moment, I had never connected Kanae 
with Ms. Sumida. Common sease had also ruled out the idea; teach- 
‘er wouldnic be working aa school thac a fimily member would attend, 

"Thae’ preety rare for a public school” I remarked. 

“T don't have a choice, There areata loe of high schools on the is- 
land. On the mainland, 1d be transferred in a heartbeat. For now we're 
just hiding char were slater, but we'ee nor going to deny iti someone 
points ie our” 

then carefully put out fcless on me and Kanae. 

“Thope chere hasnt been any sore of misunderstanding about. 

“None. Don't worry” Ms. Sumida said with a wry smile. "Long 
sory short, this one time when Kanae came home late, I noticed a 
certain boy had made sure she'd be safe. When | secredy peeked ac his 
face, he looked very familia” 

‘She openly admitced to using her teacher privileges to check the 
roster and find out my name. 

"Then I remembered that during my vists back home when T wat 


n college, Kanae used to talk abour this kid who had moved here from + 


Tokyo. She's so easy to figure out, it's almost impressive.” 
Te seemed thar there was a misunderstanding, afterall Feleun+ 
comfortable deep down but kepe quiet. 
My name must have come up in various other households when T 
fire transferred in. Around these pares people lived in a frighter 
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be dy 

See ee wiles 

ee 
dpe age eee 
eee ee 
ppm por agente 
‘more derailed information. So, you wane to be a teacher?" 

“Then why'd you ask?” 

means. 
inte Sahn eocnage 
sel bit dewar teen menc indie 

Si orm te aR ty ia 
witness 
peptone ere 

epee econ 
stayed in Kyushu forever’ 


1 wassrunned that she could fil offhand share hat personal 
i deal with a young stdent lke me. Moreover, fl seed because 
i she seemed ro be tying fo warn me in Some Way. 
| “| guess you could say that we marched to wo diferent beats” 
| Ms, Sumida said, not sounding particularly solemn. Her cone hadn't 
changed throughout out conversion, "Ifa relationship i only about 
j the now and cant proceed, i not going to work. Is over when you 
can tll thar locus, Atte ime, hada ake charge of sy 
Ife and dine know what co do with our relarons 
er sory was to rea fora boy in provincial high school to filly 
under 


rand 
it you dort know whar that fs like, do you?” she asked, sens- 
ing ny confusion. 

“Its ike two pasting tans..." U blared out. Eh 
came up wie that metaphor. 

“Pasing trains” 

"Tn ochec words, evo tains char are going opposite ways on par~ 
allel cracks. Theyre perfec aligned for a moment, bur the moment 
only exists ar sha one ime, in tha one place, and cane be taken any- 
where 


1 idea why | 


(s, Sumida looked at me witha glin of surprise in her eyes. 
cI caricexplain i well..." I si. 

"Do you read alot” 

“Much less than T used to” 

chink you're talking aboue something lice bie diferent, buc* 
sul, ies weird how thar metaphor just came our of your mouth, [eb 
kind of creepy, Ie 20 like the kids in class think you're weird or any-* 

“hey do, cough? 

“No.1 know thas fora fact. 

“May I finish asking my question?” 

‘Sure. Go shea” 


we 


“Ouc ofall che places in Japan did you specifically choose to wock 
‘on Tanegathima because you were used co the lifesyle here? Or did 
yo fel ike chere was something on this island chat you couldrie ind 
anywhere ese?” 

1 chink expected her to say the ler 

"I gues I did it x9 convince myself tha all places are the same,” 
Ms, Sumida answered. “Thinking therét something else our there i 
basically jus fantasy suppose I'm eying to confirm thee couldnt 
‘wait o ger off this humdeum island when I was yous ag, though.” 

She seo happily added that working on the island meant that she 
could surf Then, she muttered chac ic hada been anything to rel a 
high schoo! kid whose who 

‘Do you surf? Lean teach you." 

"Acraly, ve got my bands ted with my club right now." 

“Uhhh. Archery?” 

“You even researched char abou me?” 

“While you haven asked a single thing about Kamae.” Ms, Sui- 
ds pointed out casually 

‘She polished off her lukewarm coffe chen said that she had one 
last reminder for me 

“L wont tll Kenae abous today” preempeed 

“See, chats exactly what worries me about you.” 

Ms. Sumida scooped up both of our receipes with ightening case 
and stood up. By the time I noticed what she was doing and shot out 
ry hand, the ewo slips of paper were securely in her posession. 

‘As Isat chee baffled, she promptly paid our checks at che counter 
and breeted out ofthe resaurane 

{atayed there and sulked fora while, upect by Ms. Sumida’ nish 
Ingblow. The problem—probably—was chat my each was ar shorter 
than [4 boped. 


cure was ahead of hiea 
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Besides my esndom encounters with Ms. Sumida, most of the days 
leading up to my final year of igh school weee prety uncventfl 
‘As usual, [shot arrows in the morning, headed to clas, practiced 
in afer school, went home, and sudied as much a I dhought was 
necessary. After continuing this cycle for more than cwo years, the 
summer of ry eighteenth year arrived. 

Inthe ealy mornings, before anyone ese was a school, ! would 
open the shutters to the kyudo grounds and shoot arows atthe targets. 

Iefele nice 

‘With no one watching, could have easly fooled around and just 
(thac kind of horseplay was popular ac 

dy 


shot off some aows fr fi 
the time), buc instead I moved exacly asthe Ayude principles di 
from the moment | entered the range uni I exited 

Lending my body tothe rigid shooring forms was oddly enjoyable 

{falc ike Iwas eliminacing ey physical “nose” as an orgznism, 
discarding individual quick that amounted to nothing, and optimiz- 
ing my very being, Te vas Eke sharpening a pencil Iwas honing my 
dull pars 

TFT had to name any tes, well, I was horribly mediocre 
accuracy department. I "shor to hit.” I was often old. Meaning that 
I as too focused on the outcome. Ie wast something I could fx on 
say oven. 


‘As I practiced slone in the early momings, Kanae occasionally, 


came to watch. In the course of chatting with her, let down my guard 


and opened up to her about that and other t 


Every now and then, I had the dream. 


“The dream where che girl and I walk on a pale-green field. 
‘Why was ie never daytime, I wonder, 
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We would climb the hill. 

“The soft ground beneath my feet. The sound of our hoes pa 
the gras. ral fle el 

sects ined, che wind blew. ‘The gis hair danced inthe breze, 
and when it clung to er cheek, she brushed ic away wit a slightly 

wed gesure 

‘The landscape fle compleely natural, but we werent on Earth 
Thac much I knew. 

Undiscovered constellations. A plethora of scars An ancien, 
looming sun. 

The night sky always glowed with the light of countless purplish 


nebulae. 


‘When I woke up, I realized I had never seen the gitls fice In the 
dream I could feel her very breath, yet I didnit know who she was. I 
also never considered the question while I wae dreaming, 

Geing our of bed, I would pick up my cell phone from my desk, 
{0 into email, and jor down the contents af the dream. Once 1 was 
done wricing everything I could remember, I pressed delete, 

“Erase this message? the confirmation screen would ask me, 

‘A feeling like a prayer fitted through me every time, 

Although the message was deleted, Ic fleas if [had “sent i ff to 
nowhere” 

| was hoping it would travel through a supernacuralcircule and 
artive someplace 


"The Ayudo club adjourned for the day, but I stayed behind to shoot 
Some arrows by myself. I was packing my things in the parking, lot 
when Kanae approsched me. 

“Are you done with practice, Tohna?” 

“Yeah. Whar've you been up #02” 

"Tjust came from the beach. My sister drove me back in her cat” 
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"You seally giving it your all ou chee, atere you” I marveled. 
I imagined Kenae had spent another afternoon trees pushing 
through the waves, 

“What? Ob, no, not really..." She Aashe a shy smile 

“Wanna ride home together?” 

We got on our Cubs, started our engines, and proceeded through 
the school gates aca leisurely pace. Just pas the fire seaion atthe end 
of the road, che residential steer merged into the national highway 
“Tuning aan intersection, we headed down the community rozd © 
Minamitane 

‘We nodded to each other ata stoplight and wene down aside road 
to the Al Shop, our usual hangout. t had become our routine vo buy 
something there and chat whenever we rode home togethet. 

‘Crouching in fronc ofthe drink section, Kenae pressed her finger 
against the chilly glass and carefully concemplated her choice of bev- 

"Tess jp OE KE ple bcc aia 
and thin neck. Her unguarded demeanor, right there below my eyes, 
aroused somethi 

T didnt cae which deink ! bought and didnt want ro waste time 
picking one out, so {just grabbed my usual coffee carton from Dairy 
(local busines). 

“The same one again, Toho?” 

“You know, you always look so serious when you'r picking one 

"Well yeah, ith super important” 

' meet you outside,” I said. I paid atthe register and enced the 

Kanae probably took that tiny detail to mean chat she was always 
hesiant, while I was a al, 

“My meaning, howeves, was that I lacked the deve to scek out what 
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mattered to me, whereas she was the opposite. 

Which was why I though she was wonderfl. 

‘She was adorable, and I someximes even felt envious. 

(Outside of the store, Isat on a bench labeled with an ice cream 
logo and pushed my sew into the coffee carton. Kanse came ou of 
the shop and sat next co me. 

She felt incredibly close. 

“The fabcic of het school wnifoem grazed my arm 

Someones warmth, right there next co me-—it was a nostalgic fel- 
ing. 

Tealmost melted my heart 

Josc hen, a thought Rloated across my mind What if Kamae is che 
Sil fom my dream? 

Word it be grat 
Hie were tue! 


‘Would 1 be sack on that island forever? Would staying there ever 
‘mean anything 10 me? 

[ered to talk to Kanae about it on many occasions 

| desperately needed ro tlk to someone who might understand 
whac I was going through, 

Yer every time I tried to bring ie up, I was stunned by my inability 
wo copress myself 

‘No matter how hacd I ue, the chin wall wouldnt let me, 

My formless thoughts refracted around me. 

‘The world rejected me pase 2 certain point. 


{ still didn’ wane co deal with Miho Sumida, of "Ms. Sumi 
I sayed as faraway fom her as I could, bur we ended up having 
one last encounter 
Since Iwas in my thied and last year of high school, Thad began 
‘iteer counseling, which is where students meet with an advisor to 
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talk shout chic future. The counselor just so happened to be out on 
“urgent business” that day, so f wound up with Ms. Sumida. 

“tim thinking of actending callege in che Tokyo area.” expressed 
sy vague hope 
"You mean you'e not sct on a specifi school, bur on being some- 
where in Tokyo? she said, cwiding a pen. “Its nor about getting into a 
particular college ot program, bucall about che direction 

Te was a fai question. “I cant picture where I'll end up unless 1 
havea direction in mind.” 

She advised thar given my fine academic standing, it wouldat be 
too hard for me to get ino a decent college in Tokyo. The counseling 
session soon finished up, and we started chatting. 

“TL just wane to make a drastic move. Even Hokkaido would do, 
actully” L was confessing before I even noticed. 

‘Ms, Sumidss openness during our lat conversation must have 
rubbed off on me. 

“T have chis intent desie to move. Prey much all che time,” I 
‘on a whim, bue the moment I did, I knew it was the eruth 

“Ob, Ise... I wonder why that is” 

“Tim not sue... But I fel like Ive alteady seen everything here, 
and I want eo find something new” 

Tm soery, mind if give my cwo cents?" Ms. Sumida sid, puting 
down her pen. “You cant keep pushing forward like a wedge plow. 
“That definiely wor't ase.” 

"Wedge plow?” Wedge plow? 

"You know, the diesel-powered thing that pushes snow off ralroad 
tracks. That yellow guy, Im sure you've scen it on TV before.” 

“Oh, cha ching...” 

“When I meet students for career counseling, I think about who 
they remind me of out ofthe people I know. The is ime saw you, 1 
thought of senior of mine in college. She was gir, chough. She quit 
school and ran off to Canada without telling 2 sou” 


18 


Scale 
“She died in a mountain climbing accidene the year before lat.” 
or 
‘My emotions usualy dont show on my fice, bur I bet I winced 

tha time. 

"What are you trying to say?” 
ently discovered thar chere are «wo types of kids who 
1," Ms. Sumida continued, half ignoring my question. 
"A girl like Kanae is easy to deal with, you can leave her alone and shell 
be fine. But someone like you mighe fall of « cliff without anyone 
knowing. I'm very worried about you.” 
“Em not going to fll fF x cif. { would never let thar happen.” 
“No stargazing while you're walking.” Ms. Sumida scowled and 
stared seraight ax me, "You could die.” 


5 
1 was dreaming, 


"The gil and T ascended the hill. 

‘The scar hill was a geile green, the most endeating color 0 me. 
Te wouldnt do if i were even a bic lighter or darker. The shading was 
just perfect. 

“The warmth that I eould feel, but nor touch, 

‘Wewere the only ones in thar beloved space. 

Yes 

Ie-was perfec. 

‘As ifthe concept of perfection had taken form, 

Je was therein the dream, 

Te was there in my hands. 

All of my hopes had finally materialized. 

"This was where I wanted to be. This was where I wanted to stay, 


| wanted to hold the landscape 
“The giel and the universe fully understood me, 
And I fully understood them 2s wel. 
was almost 2 grownup and knew that no such place existed. 
| knew ie, bur coulda accepe it.I couldn stop reaching into the 
darkness to find it 


One lare-summer evebing full of the cicadae’ yong, Kanae and { were 
riding home together on our motoreyces 

‘We were spending more and more time together. 

‘The road home that had cooked us Justa few days ago was blan- 
keted in a cool broeze 

I never checked my se mirror didnt have ro turn back to know 
she was there. 

only looked stright ahead. 

rant 20 ride harder 

L want ride faster 

“That vector existed in me. 

T could only keep going, 


‘While Kance stressed over dens in the Ai Shop like always, I boughe 
ry usual Dairy coffee and stepped outside. 
T leaned against the seat of my Cub, took out my phone, and 
continued to write down my dream, picking up where U had left of. 
‘A message to nowhere. : 
Kanae came out. She faltered when she sw me 
She wanted to ask about the message. But she decided against it 
“Thac much {could figure out 2 
Fora aplit second, I expected something, About her. Fron het. 
Bue... 
| ficou rejeceed that desire. I folded my fip phone with a snap. 
‘We zode into the pitch-black night saw her off at her house. 


‘When we patked our Cubs by the fone gate, 1 small Shiba Inu 
Jeapt out from an old metal basin, and executing a drift along the way, 
jumped at Kanae 

“Hi, Cubb, Tim home! Ob, my Cubboo Wuibboo!” 

‘She bent down and gendly scratched around the pups collar. Its 
‘owner wore a lovely expression. So cute she coulda stand it. 

‘With deft footwork, Cubl played with Kanacs fingers from every 
possible angle 

"Cub" was a nice name. Even if dog has four legs while a Cub 
is a ewo-wheder 

‘While I greed at Kanacs back a she crouched and cheeilly pet 
ted Cubb, something clawed at my memory. 

1 started searching my dream for the memory, but that wasnt it 
‘The sense of déjt vu was connected to a mote realistic picture, 

‘A haze obscured thac memocy-like thing, and ie iramediately fll 
‘out of my grasp. ANI was left with was a painfully sentimental, trem- 
bling feeling chat made me want to cry. 


Once; L wondered what would happen if persuaded Kanae to sleep 
with me. I just might find someching important through the act. 

1 know itwas an inane snd selfish ida, [rejected it partly because 
it xeemed too complicated on many levels. 

‘Buc that wasnt the biggest problem. I cossed out the idea mainly 
because she was dear to me. 

‘While I didnt love her ina romantic sense, I did cherish her. 

I didn’t wane to huce her I wanted to take care of het. 

“There was one mote reason, 

I was seared, 

Scared that I wouldn't find anyching important inside her. 

Which is why I though I shoulda’ even try. 

‘Thar decision absolutely crushed me. It wes the final venice: There 
4s noching for you anywhere 


Ce omen shout Kane had desl aed me For mny 
yaa lel decipher ema what i 

Toni gurl ot way afr de at IF had wp hw she 
ane me fl no word “nag he lot ange 

TFT had bere bo and ad ont land ands ad che 
peli dam. im ue would ne ln fore gil ke Kana, 

Tigh hve hd my Eling choad il of ocean and 
ain and 
eng ar kena wenn of myn acter word he 
the ach of diane ros. 
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In the dream, the hill continues. 
Just when I chink I've reached the cop, I wale up. 


‘Moming I shot arrows at school. My accuracy was especially off chat 


day. 

[ kepe missing because there was something wrong with my pos- 

“Buc think you shoot beauiflly” 

Kanae had returned fiom the beach. I think she liked how some- 
thing was always wrong with me ; 

“The season where nothing but hor scuff sr wafee in chrough the 
windows was over, and I found myself smiling athe refreshing feeling, 
of air moving against my skin 

1 liked watching the thn curtains in the classroom dance inthe, 
wind, The high afernoon sunlight masked the arex below the win 
dows in shade. When the curtains swayed it looked asf sunlight was 
being swepe into the room. 

‘We seniors barely had clases anymore and were ef to study on 
our own for ou callege entrance exams. Not heating people's voices 
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‘was liberating, I was trying to sense my freedom in the breece. 

1 skipped archery practice. 

T think I fee che freese when T flipped up my kickstand in the 
parking loe 

[oven felt free banking hard just for fun en route co the side gate 

| bought my usual carton of coffee from the usual shop, Then I 
chose to ake a different route home than usual. | headed to the heart 
of the idand, where I jutred farthest up ou of the se. 

I shifted into low gear as I rook a plain black asphale road that was 
tunmarked not just in the center, but on the sides. 

Tc wasnt ong before I reached the top of the winding path, There 
[turned onto a straight road that traced the ridge southward 

‘The entire road was on an elevated area, s0 I could see the sea 
stretching for miles ease and west. The view was so breathtaking thac a 
‘guidebook might list ic asa scenic driving route 

saw a gateball court and an observation deck along the way, bus 
1 just kepe 


[fel like taking in che scenery flo 

(On my right was a massive Seld, Tanegashima sweet potatoes—I 
‘ould tell by the leaves’ dack color and distinctive shape. I was erany 
about Tanegashima poratbes. 

‘The ordery lines of leaves were a bracing sight. 

Riding down a narrow pach between the fields, I reached a dirt 
‘embankment. The ishind had many similar arial walls chat had 
bbeen erected to block the wind. The fields were tilled behind them. 

{ dismounted there and toed up the embankment slope. 

inhaled. 

Ab. 

Icreminded me so much of the place in my dream, 

1 moved forward, 

IfTkepe going, wha would! sec? 


| 
| My vista expanded when the ground receded. 
| ‘A panorama suddenly opened up bencath me. 
i ‘Under my eyes was 2 sweeping view of Tanegashimas southern 
| plains 

i ‘On my lefc and right were dull grays, Minamicane and Nakatane 
They both looked 

berween the towns 
i “The yellow-green surface, which spread far out before me, 

sugarcane field 

“The crop had 2 deep calor scen fom up close, bu fom my far 
away viewpoint it looked light and gende 

[Lying low inthe distance was avast forest, dark green. Rather chan 
constitute a simple plane, Iedrew intricate stripes that intertwined into 
a jee black presence. 

“The light flds and dark woodlands created the complex color 
pattern ofan abstract painting. The contrat between the a fields and 
pop-up forests were eminiscen ofa dynamic sryle done incl 

“There were pointy looking light-gree sections of biboo grass in 
the windbreaks, They consicuted 2 border thac accenced che blackness 
of the forest. 

A uearby windbteal alo swayed inthe wind 

Directing ny gate into the dscance, where the plains broke of, 
saa flimsy liquid surface. 


ny, Nothing but varied hucs of green fille the gap 


‘An enormous sky. There arent many places in Japan with a sky as 
broad as chat. 

Lattice rowers with uniform orientations stood in 2 neat line. 

‘Then, on the fat lft, I saw something chat cnughe me of guar 

A pute-white windmill with three blades . 

Te was the only pare of the scenery thar was moving in a definite 


“The vower, which gradually thinned out towards the top, protruded 


from the space between the forests. Itt thrce blades, positioned at 
four, cight, and twelve o” clock, looked sharp enough to slice your 
hands off 

“The white blades slowly earned, 

‘They seemed to have caught a nice breete 

Although the wind tuened the blades, when I stared at them long 
‘enough, i fle as if they wese motor-operaced and generating the ae 
Flow insead, 


1 was seeing the windmill in anew light, A sor of monument and 

symbol of a public ness center—The Solar Village-—I had actcally 
looked up at it from its base many times before. 

‘Viewed from far away, however, it looked strangely forlorn, and 
yet powerful, swallowing my gaze. 

1 watched che windenll umn for a few moments before siting 
down on tHe grass embankment. The weeds undilated in the wind. 
"The breeze flt so nice thae I fle ike lying down 

began feaning back when I remembered that my cell was in my 
back pocket. 

Took i out and started 2 new mestage out of habit. 

Thadrit wetten yetabour the dream from the night before. I for- 
sot about lying down and began writing, 

How many times did I log those meaningless dreams? 

Every time I wrote them down, 1 got frustrated and upset with 
‘myself for fling to reproduce even 2 glimpse of what I had seen, 

Why did I record my dreams, only to delete them? Beats me 100, 

‘As kept typing, the sky darkened around me. The backlight on 
iy cell phone grew gradually brighter. 

T heard a motorycle down by the road bur figured ic was just « 
farmer who had come to tend the Selds 

‘Soon afer, I heaed footsteps 

“Tolbno,” Kana called outro me. I was surprised to hear her voice 

“Hey, Sumida, What's up? Howid you find me ou here” 


saw your motorcycle and chought Ti stop by: Mind if joined 
7 No at al 1 dase yout the pang lor today, Tm glad you 
came by” 

She jogged over and saton the ground to my let. She removed her 
shoulder bag and put ic down, 

In telling her I was happy to see her, I was being quice genuine 
“This siuation gave me dja vu, which I guess made i easy ro be honest 
about how I fl. I put away my phone and, keeping Kanaein the cor- 
net of my eye, gazed atthe white windmill, which had started to light 
vp in dhe meantime 

"So, Tohno, what have you been doing up her!” 

“L was watching the windmill. You geca really nice view of i from 
here. 

“What's ie for?” 

“Huh? You dont know” 

“Nope 

“Te generates power, of course” 

“Power? You mean it makes cecil?” 

“Right” 

“But how could it when it moves so slowly? Should it be going 
aloe faster?” 

“Well, chere are gears inside ic that speed it up Jus lke a bicycle 
Ie kes a whole lot of wind pressure co move heavy blades like thos, 
Wind power isnt about the speed ofthe wind, buc its weighs.” 

“Oh, wow ‘ 

“The blades make turning round and round look easy, bt I think 
they might actually be under a ron of pressure.” 

“How much electrciry do you think it makes?” 

“Tlocked icp the ocher day bu forget the exact gure. Though 
once heard they can make enough electricity to power an entre 200 


“Really? Does that mean the park over there doesnt have co pay 
“Probably not. Though chee bill might not acualy be er.” 
“Impressive... I wonder why wind power ft andre popular’ 
“Thats becute you can never filly pay off the maintenance and 

construction fecs. Even ic spins until the end of es service lf, dont 

‘ink el ever make enough energy to cover the cos 
“Ob, so ick complete waste, then, 

“Tes nova waste” I sid quietly 

“Why noe” 

T wen silent. couldet come up with a good reson. 

“Because is beautiful” | replied 

Ie irelesycarches the wind, sends in place, and sping, and 
beaucifil 

| hink that was the bese posible answer I could have given to her 
question 

Kanae gered, however, thar she did quite gti, 

“Hey, youte bout co take eneance exams igh, Tohno?™ 

hty clouds floated inthe vas blue darkening sky 

“Yeah. For colleges in Tokyo 

“Right okay... Tha's what though.” 

“Why?” Lasked, simply curious 

“You jue seem like you wanna go far away” 

| ied to hide che I was 2 Hee fustered by her comment. “How 
about you, Sumida?" 

“Fim...” she sid, “I dont even know what Tin doing tomoe- 

“Tm prety sute everyone feels thar way 

‘A smal bol oftghening flashed i a fraway cloud. 

“What! Even you?” 

“Ofeoune” 


She stared at my profile. I couldn't make ou her expression since 
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tchad gorten fly dark by then. Bu I could el that her face was ail 
saying “Whact” in disbelief 

“You don't seem worried about anything.” 

“No way. Worries are all Ihave.” 

“The wind was blowing. The blades were spinning, 

“Vm jus doing what I can, Saying alas," said, looking toward 
the windmill. T meant that, one hundred percent 

“Ob, okay...” 

Kanae sounded somewhat relieved. She took out a white piece 
of paper from the bag she had pron che ground. Ske seemed to be 
in high spicis. Ie seemed to be 2 printout of something. She starred 
making origami 

“A paper airplane?” 

"Mahim." 

Kanae was the ploture of contentment as she made precise folds 
co her knees. Her malls wece very prety. I watched he fingers move 
accurately as they transformed the piece of paper inco a three-dimen: 
sional tangle 
| Afr she extended and leveled the wings, she raised che paper 
sirplane over her head and, probably feeling good about herself tossed 
ieinco the wind. 

Ik flew lor straighter and farther than I expected 

Liberating 

Gliding over the gentle slope ofthe hil it whisied up 20a certain 
height before swooping down atthe tiny townseape. 

“Then i soared up agun, cowarcs che shimmering stars. 

‘Wall, no... My hopes probably jut made i ook i 
inc the star. 

[ probably felt one with the aiplane und was trying to propel my 
consciousness fa, far away, 


had flown, 


(On the way back, a large tales from the Space Center slomiy traversed 
the pitch-black rod, 

had decided ro leave the embankment and escort Kanae home as 
usual becans i felt lke it was going to rain, 

Righc before the small farm road merged into ewo talfe lanes 
fon the national highway, I thought 1 saw flashing sed lights in the 
diseance. 


‘Naturally, assumed ic was am ambulance. 

A guard witha safery jacket and red lamp cook his posiion in the 
middle ofthe road before we could cress over. We slowed down and 
came toa hale atthe sop line jst before the intersection, 

He loweved his sgn and inscrucred us to wat. Kanae and I patked 
next to each other at che stop line and dd as we were told, 

(Come io think of it cheze was this deep, unfamiliar humming 
sound ftom the start. However, I didalt male much of 

‘A massive objct came int view from the right. 

‘When I finally sw wha ic was, the hes stood up on che back of 
any neck 

The trailer was Gakishly huge. Ic was an incredibly uncel 
rrind-oumbiog sight. 

These was no way something chat massive was allowed on the 
road. Ie didnt even fi beeween the traffic lines. Ie rook up the entire 
toad and sill needed more space 

Je wasnt normal evn i srms of height e was ure to crash into 
stoplights. It would sever phone lines, Was e going co push through 
withour even eaing? 

Te wasat until I saw the NASDA Jogo on the side that I realized 
what ic was. After the logo wear by, here was a coupling fllowed by 
a lage ivory-colored box. 

‘Containers linked into 3 rectangle 


So enormous that it made the trailer rc look sal 

Temoved before my eyes, just eweny fer away. A metallic wall had 
suddenly obstucted my view 

Right, of 

A trailer transporting the H-IIA rocker, built by Mitsubishi Heavy 
Induseie. 

had sen a pictur ofthe rocket at the Space Cente, 

Buc {hadnt known i was cis big. 

T remembered a few things about the rocket. The space consor 
cium’ H-IIA was completed a a dock in Aichi Prefecture, then eran 
ported by boat co Shimama Port, on the south side of Tanegashima 
“The port was connected to the Space Center by a single prefectural 
road 

To ensure the safe pasage of rocketcarying elles, no phone 
lines crossed the prefectural road. The traffic lights shut down and 
retracted to the side whenever eraler was coming through 

In other words, special trafic regulations had to be instituted to 
accommodate these tllts. Southern Tanegashima had taken every 
possible measure tallow for the transport of rockets. 

“The ashing yellow watning lights on the til’ oof lent a sol 
em aie the surrounding darkness. 

‘low-frequency bass dominated the area, The couplings occasion- 
ally let out mecalic creaking sounds asic chime in with the song, 

‘A powerful light illuminated the entire trailer and its environs. 
Several guardsmen careflly moniored the rosd conditions. a" 

‘The small ashes of lightning falling from the cumulonimbos 
clouds over the distant sea had no hold on me whatsoever it was noth, 
Ing compared tothe immense mass moving before me 

‘The tmiler sluggishly, patofully sluggishly, continued is journey 

The guards could have easly caught up to and pased i with @ 
light jog, but chey probably dinie wane the tiniese vibration to mess 
with ther precious rocket. They must have been worced about the 
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natural frequency, or whatever. Even the guards escorting Hannibal 
Lecter werent so vigilant. 

‘The rocker mustrt deteriorate one bit before its safe launch into 
space—that firm will had tumed into an enormous mass moving sol- 
‘emnly before me. 

Whar?” 

1 looked back at Kanae. 

“Five kilometers per hous,” her profile repeaced. Sie, 0, was gaa 
Jing a che eeailet. 

A chill crept near my fes, which the lights illuminated roo. 

“They said it travels ro the Minamitane launch site at a speed of 
five kilometers per hour” 

ane 

nodded casually—or pretended to have. 

Ik wasnt easy. I had been shor straight through the heart, and I 
ene 

‘The damage. 

Slowly spread through my entire body. 

| didate understand why it hure so much to heat those words 

Amidst the chaos, a numberof feelings eame back to me. I fel lke 
T had shared something important with someone long ago, 

‘We had ried to protéct each other and seam up against che world 
that way, 

nearly burst into tears. 

Theld them back, 

Something in me would break if cried. I dida': want wo cry at all 

“There going to be a launch this yea. The frst one in a while.” 
Kanae sai. 

‘The trailer and container had passed us, and the lights, which had 
itluminared the area like a stage, were also receding. Even after the 
"Road Closed” sign was removed, Kanae and I stood there fora while 
in complete silence, 


“The line of light slowly faded into the darkness. 
"Yeah, they say its going to the outer reaches of the solar sjs- 
em..." I answered calmly even as 2 storm raged in me. 
A few raindrops trickled down the glast shield of my motorcycle 
helmet. 
el take year 
My eyes stayed glued to the back of the container as it silently 
de ies exit 
“The guards swung their red lights as they accompanied it on foot. 
‘An emergency vehicle followed che trails, lighting it up from be 
hind. 
“The fortress of light slowly receded into che darkness. 


“That night, had the dream again. 
‘When I reached the top of the hil, the ocean expanded beneath 
“There was a cuve in the sandy white beach. 

I was theze wih the gis 

‘We stood there and listened to the waves, and watched them lap 
‘our fee, We glanced dowa ae che foam timidly running away. 

The ocean shone a metalic blue in the shadowy night. 

“Thar blue reflected the davies of the sky. 

‘The stars that looked like fosted glass in the zenith. 

The duly winking lenticulse nebula. 

“The surface reflected them, 

A field of sas 

Normally, it was unthinkable on a rippling surics, bue here Te 
could fully accept it to be eve. 

Abhy Vad a realization, ‘ 

This is where the rocket should land. The probe it carried would 
awn deep into space 

‘hiss the landicape he neds to encounter. 
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The lve be ocean, 

“he rounded horizon emanaed igh. 

(Clouds spread along the boizon, 

“The ow sky was green. 

The high ehy was deep Ble. 

Ring shaped duds 

“Then, a presence that ook an eceraty co are 

Atel lonely journey tha defied the Imag 

Fig chroigh genuine darkness 

Barly mestng evn singe hydrogen tom— 

Simply believing in the coterie abys— 

‘Wholehearely wishing to draw closer to the secrets ofthe 

T was aware. Aware that my consciousness being here wat a mi 
ite 

‘war of the mist of her beng next o me 

Twateware, 

Aare of the passage of kine. 

Of the custing of her soft cardigan 

Othe long, owing sire 

OF her ha 

Below the lighe gees sky, ander the umbrella of the eniculr 
nebula 

Tooked ac her prof 

The wind blew 

She seme ro be enjoying the bree, 

Whoa you! 


Wholeheartedly wishing to draw closer tothe secrets of the univers. 
How fa will go? 
How far can I go? 


Aucume came. 
I ost line weight. walked only looking straight ahead. 


I think I sesed something that day, Something big was going co hap- 
pen. Should { welcome ir or not? I didnt knove. Bue I felt it coming, 
Then my premonicion came true 

Ik wasale so much intuition as 2 preconscious observation. At a 
seemingly imperceptible level, that day fle unlike any other. A black 
bbox mechanism in me was sending me warning signals. 

Anyway, I was on edge thar day. Maybe it was the sess oF upcom 
lng college exams; maybe a boring teacher had made a boring remark. 
‘On that kind of day, even the “Follow Your Puth” slogan on the wall 
rubbed me the wrong way, 

‘Which is why J fle so wclieved when I met Kanze in the pask- 
lng lor that evening, I had been more wound-up than I thought, my 
nerves as tur as 2 bow pulled back co is limit. 

Kanae might have been lying in wait for me. When I attived at 
the lo, 1 spotted her gazing in my direction from behind the school 
building. “Sumida?” I ealled our to her. 

Surprised, she hurriedly showed hetelf 

“Heading home now?" I asked. 

“Yeah, 

"Nice I cracked a smile. “Let's side home together” 

‘With a golden light slanting in, the convenience store had a nés 
talgic alc chat evening ‘ 

‘A sentimental song, that T could have sworn I had heard some~ 


where was playing. 

Kanae crouched in the drink corner as usual, bt there was tome- 
thing different about her today. She was trying to sense something 
with her skia. She peered er my reflection in the glass door. 


opened the door and grabbed a carton of Dairy's Coffee, 

Kanae always took a while to choose a drink, buc coday she found. 
one almost immediatly. 

“Oh, already picked your drink today?” 

eee 

‘Ac chat point I chink I already knew what was going to happen 

‘She and I paid a the egister and exited che store 

‘The evening light dat couch the old bench, which was in the 
building’ shadow, and ie was dim there, 

‘As she tiled behind me, Kanae's breathing sounded peculiat. 

| ele sone sort of physical resistance and stopped in place. 

‘When I realized thac the was grabbing my sleeve, the core of my 
body immediately grew chilly. 

Insects squiemed inside me. 

{was “rejecting” hee. 

1 new what she was going to sty next. 

T could anricipare the exace phrases and even how she would say 
them. Just imagining ic made my stomach churn. 

Doni, 

Yess definitely shouldnt 

hear you say it, my interest i you will die for sure 

Which is why. 

"Yeah?" 

Trumed around, 

Quiet, but intimidacingly. 

a 

Kanae placed her left hand on her chest and took a hesitant step 
backwards. 

“War's wrong?” I asked ina very soft, impossibly calm voice. 

She took 2 decisive step backwards, 

‘Then she lowered her head and fll sien 


Good. 
Well done. 


Please, never put it into word 
‘Things thas take form only decay. I don't want anything concrete. 
‘Don corrade what dear to me. 

‘Th searching for something thas cant be put into worde. 

[could hear the chirping of insects 

Though the sun was sertng, its ray sill dyed the concrete an in 
tense orange on that southern island. 

Kanae mumbled something 

"What" I asked, gently. 

“Um, wel..." She shook her lowered head. “ 


ery. its nothing,” 


Still, I believe some lide dhing in me did then, 


We decided to head home, but Kanacs motoreyele wouldnt 
With her helmet on, she repeatedly stepped on che kiciestart, bur the 
engine refused to ignite, 

idled my Cub and pulled ie up next to het 

“Something wrong with i?” 

"Yeah... Weied." 

T bene down and peeved ar the engine, After ig out of gas 
and getcing stranded on the road a few years back, [had esught myself 
hhow to diagnose and service mororeyce issues 

This might sound contradiczocy, but inspecting her motorcycle, 1. 
realized hat in fact I eared for Kanae Sumida quite a lor. 

“No good?” she asked in « cute voice. She was asking ab 
Cub, 

Somewhere deep down, I sill wished chat she was the git! from 
sy dream, 


“Hmm... I chink che pleg gave our. Is this a hand-me-down?” 
“Yea, i was my sisters 
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“When you accelerated, would the engine spucter’ 
I chink 0." 

was speaking to her inthe gentlest voice posible, though with a 
dlferear nuance than just now. 

Te was obvious ftom the very beginning chat she wasn't the git 
from my dream. Even so, ! wanted to cherish the possibilty that Ie 
sight be he. 

"You should leave it here today and have someone from home 
‘come pick ic up tomorrow. Well walk today,” I sid, my voice gent 
inely kind 2s turned off my engine. put dovrn che kickerand and got 
off my Cab. had never fle so kind ia. my entire hfe 

“Oh, Il wall by myself You can start heading home firs” Pan- 
icking. Kenae waved her hands infront of her chest. Her cheeks were 
flushed, and she wore a troubled expresion. 

“Ies only a short walk. And besides...” 

| wanted che gir from my dream ro be 2 real presence that existed 
on Earth. 

T clung tothe theory chat Kanae might be her 

A parc of me teally did wane to tay 

1 kind of fe! Ike walking today” 

Buc it was no longer a option. 


1 


Surrounded by nothing but a breathtaking view of the fields, Kanae 
and I walked alone down the country road. 

No cars or motorcycles passed by. We just walled on the asphale 
ina straight line and headed to our town while the sun was setting, 

“The road's smooth curve was barely noticeable if you were walle 
ing, and the oczan came into view. When the angle changed, the sez 
hid from us just as unexpected. 

‘A golden light shimmered on its surface in the distance. I passed 
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by more shore wooden phone poles chan I could coune 

Kanae walked behind me. I sensed that she was. The lst of the 
summer cicadas hurled chit mezllic song into the 

gazed up ac che sky at walked. 

‘Wispy clouds added some muance to the upper half ofthe evening 
shy, which was slowiy turning 2 deep shade of blue. The lower half as 
ently fading co bright white. 

I walked seaight ahead. 

As if were pulling Kanae down the bordedne berween day and 
night wich an iavsble rope, I walked straight ahead. A chilly sensation 
sil ingered in my arm from when she had grabbed my deve 

I was sinking into my fancases. 

1 wanted to go somewhere. 

I chink I craly loved that beausifil island 

1 spent four and a half yeas ie junior high and high school on 
Taegashima, The island’s heat, he island’ ae, the taste ofthe islands 
soll, Twas quite aware that dhey had seeped into me 

Did I really have to go somewhere ele, in spice of ll cha? 

Did Ihave co move, seeking. vista that could never exist on Earth? 

Valready knew che answer 

Tewas the only way 

Te was painfully cleat ro me. 

T could ealy hope for a miracle and keep reaching furthes. 

Like casciron, my body had been molded that way whether Iiked 
itor nos. Twas probably tha ype of machine. | was an object installed 
with that kind of mechanism. 

‘There was a headwind, ‘ 

Its whooshing grazed my earlobes, 

All ofa sudden, I couldnt hear the cicada chirps or Kana’ Fot- 
steps anymore. 

Teouldate 

1 eumed around to find Kanae sanding sil, quite a disance 
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avvay—and my eyes opened wide. 

She was crying 

Her head still Bowed, she kep wiping away her teas with the base 
of her thumb, 

“What's the maet?” I asked, There was no hidden meaning co 
my question 

"Sorry, is nothing... Tn so sony. 

1 didst know what she war apologizing for She jst kepcapologir- 
ing, and couldnt Gnd ehe right words. 

1 approached her and went to rouch her shoulder... 

Buc lowered my hand. 

Why was she crying? 

‘A part of me warned that I mustn't realize why, bus deep down I 
Understood 

‘No doubr, het reason was the se at mine. 

She was crying ia my place 

“There was something we coulda sop seeking, 

She and I pursued it— 

Reached our fori 

‘And had our dreams dashed — 

Afice which we eould only hope for a miracle 

“Though chat was our bitter end, 1 probably wasnt going to cry. 
‘Which i why she was. Her season, the same as mine. Crying my tears. 
Ceying for me. 

‘She would become my other aif hat left behind on che island 

Kanae scrunched her fice and tied to stop crying, which could 
only have the opposite effect. I knew this, and I'm sure she did too. 
Regardless, she tied, Sobbing, her tears lowing, shiciding her face 
she ered o sop. But her body wouldnt listen, 

Tepe watch over Kanae across that shore distance, feling as if 
were watching myself cry. 

“The sky turned purple behind her, 


{could feel che evening sink in, 
“That's when it happened 


The cicadas stopped singing. 

My skia sensed the anomaly in the ai 

‘The change was so dstinerthac Thad to wonder if the world had 
blacked ou 

Kanae lifed her head, glanced over my shouldes, and opened her 
eyes wide. 

Trummed around, 


There was light 


Far off on the horizon, another small sun came up from the Space 
Contes 

‘The erembling ball of ight Boated up into the sky 

A dense, sicky-looking trail of smoke spread across the ground 
and curled itself around the foot of che mountains 

The thunderous roar fnally began to reach our cars 

‘A ferocious sound struck the ais the adjacent air lutered— 

And my lungs shook 

“The il ofsmoke elongazed and a blinding light climbed towards 
the 2enich, . 


‘A white column seemed co be rising cowatd the sky. 

‘This soene wasnt one where fire erupzed, and then Hew. Light was * 
all we saw, 

‘An orange spot, atificial, toxic crembled atthe column of sioke 
lifted ic up and away. I was able co sense that an immensely heavy ob- 
ject was being forced inta the sy. 

“Soaring” wasnt the right word; ic warn sleek at all. Violently, it 
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thrust up. les mass hammered from the bottom every few milliseconds, 
a glant heap of metal was being driven deep inco the heavens 

artis gravity persisted in ying to drag it down, 

Defying thar force was a seal ruggle, 

lf che mass lost power for even an instant, an invisible hand would 
seize it and yank it all the way back 


What was unfolding was nothing but the phenomenon of pow 
erful, violene force pushing an object upwards 

wacched the fierce battle berween human ingeasity and the laws 
of nature. 

A tower was rising, carrying a trembling light into the sk. 

The light pierced the clouds, and its tal grew 

Flames scorched the clouds, 

The smoke drew an arch in the sly—the mobile nozzle had 
changed pitch. The SSB mast have burned out a while back, and the 
SRB-As had detached as well 

Fiery smoke roasted the as, kicked ir down again and again 


Sound struck the ar, which then slapped another layer of atmo- 
sphere, serially, 

A tising column, 

Beyond thesen. 


Beyond the windmill. 
‘The orange light kept shoving dense smoke down onto the tet= 
Rocked by trtfying vibeations, che artificial object leapt into the 

darknes. 

‘A tiny, violent mass had deparced from the small island called 

Earth 
For a split second, a worry crossed my mind: Wher if che laence 

file Whas ft explodes as I watch? 

In that ominous thought, {found a small wish: Alay she lawneh 
ful. and was immensely disturbed. 


Fall, dammit 
rsh existed in me unceremoniously, yet clealy, lke graffiti in 

a chassroom comet. 

AAs I watched the light shine through the thin clouds, however, the 
wish reweated and vanished withour a trace, 

‘The light escaped Earth and was no longer visible: 

The column of smoke cast a straight shadow across the ground. 

‘Teased by the wind, the contrails fopped over and ceased to be a 
columa, 

‘The fist clump of smoke released at takeoff had spread over the 
ground and was now rising like a cumulonimbus cloud. 

‘The wind blew all around us 

The grass swayed, 

Silence 

A lingering moment. 

Kanae and I stood next co each other, gazing up wordlessly, 

We ler ours breath a¢ the seme time, 

{ could finally hear the sound of waves in the distance. 

‘The white smoke that the rocker left behind looked just like a 
snake, swelling, cwisting, yet sll slithering upwards 

‘A cowicceting bied flew between ws 

The slanted light of the evening sun 

‘The smoke surged, thea grew gradually thinner as i spread itself 

‘We stood scill and kepe staring at the fading line of smoke, 


doris want you rj . 

‘When that final, impute egret vanished, all of the noise echoing 
{in me withdrew and disappeared as wel. { knew hae the last hook 
connecting me to the “here and now” bad lost its grip. All of my sens 
¢s intensified. I could tell I had been rebuilt as a thing that forges 
sttaighe ahead. 
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1 wasait che same person thae I'd been before the launch, 
“Thar rocket was me. 
I didat have to say 


Thae night. I had a dream, 


From a hilltop, 1 am watching the san rise over the ocean an another 
planer. 

A nebula floass in the gentle green sky. A small bird sings a quice 
song as ic ies. 

‘Above the patterns in the sky, an otherworldly wind brushes over 
the vortex 

‘The girl is stting on che gras, holding her knees. 

She is taking in the breeze 

Jose then, alight ashes across the horizon. 

‘The orange light of a rocker, slowly ascending he boundary be 
‘ween the ocean and the sky 

No, I arm mistaken, 

‘What has risen isa golden sun. 

‘A morning light enveloped in kindnest...an idea! sun—only dis- 
tilling beauty and silence and never burning your eyes, no matter how 
long you stare ati 

‘A swaying Feld of flowers. 

‘They tembie, eager to bathe inthe light 


The girl stands up. Her long hait is Rowing 
Light crawds along, chasing nights shadows from the hill, Like a 
wave i glides toward our f 
“The light warms us from the ground up, 
“The gil soaks init. 
“Thea, she mens to fice me 


Her face hac was always obscured 
Her face, bathed in light, has curred 
Took 

Tara confised 

"Who...are you?” 

1 do not know, 

I do noe know who she is 

T reach out to her for the st time. 


2 


woke up. My hand was reaching ino the air, noc touching anything 
“Who are you?” I muttered. My voice ricocheted off the ceiling, shat 
tered to pieces, and dissolved into thin at. 


Chapter Three 
5 Centimeters per Second 
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“What? Whae did you say just now?” 
After hearing. some surprising news, Akati Shinobare quickly 
‘turned around. 
An easygoing person by narute, she rarely ever moved so fut. 
She'd been preparing her presentation handout in che under 
ground studeat lounge. 


‘A junior majoring in Japanese Lira a so-called private “mogaver- 


sity” im Tokyo, she was ewenry-one this yeat 

She would be taking more and more seminars as «junior and was 
bbusy skimming literary jouenals in search of material for her presen 
tations, Their quality depended solely on the time and effort pu into 
them, so unlike with ests, cramming all nighe didat work 

Alasi couldo: stand che thought of embarrassing herself in frome 
of the whole cass, but also enjoyed contemplating interesting pieces of 
literature. She made steady progres in her studies every day. 

I was winter, In the lounge with is chilly vinyl Booring, she was 
composing a handwritten handout like always, when she overheard 
some unexpected news and couldn't help but ask 

“Isaid Sasaki in British 8 American Lic is geting macrie.” 

“But int she the same age as u?” 

“Yeah, bur she wanes to get married ASAP. And its not because 
she gor knocked up or anything. She’ gona have the ceremony i 


Hawaii and then she's taking year off from college and coming back 
‘0 school the year after tha, before seminars start up again.” 

How luserious, one of Akatis lit-major friends chimed in envious- 
|y. Another gid, staring through the foggy window and inco the winter 
shy, murcered that she wished she could go to Hawaii too. 

“But she’ barely over ewenty...” Ala said, taken aback. 

“So? I mean, i¢3 surprising since she's sll in school, but it not 
that uncommon at our age. Prety soon it won't be weird for us co 
think abour. You've never choughe about matrage before, Aka?" 

*No, never..." 

‘The conversation then shifted 10 che groom-to-be, but Akari had 
stopped listening, 

Wo Lim old enough to get married without it being weird. When 
did that happen? 

Tewas a completely unreal ides that was oddly affecting, 

She fee a bic dumbfounded. 


Asa kid, I never even imagined shat Id be old enongh to marry one 
doy. 

‘The simple act of living used wo tertfy her beyond belie 

Life only got easier with each passing year. How funny. 

Fora moment, Akati reeted back on her childhood. 

‘She used to fee! convinced thar no one would ever love ot accept 


‘Sheld been absolurely sure. 
ippened to flip her perception of ths 


‘That boy had made sure she was okay. 

‘The gas stove's quiet crackle suddenly caught Akar’ arterition. 
wonder bse hes doing 

‘She began to think about the boy from her distant memories, 
Hadait she stolen something vital from him on that wintry day? 


She coulda’ describe it well, bur something lke the srength you 
need to survive 

Back chen, they huddled together, cach of them only half a per 
son. Sharing one person's strengch berween the rwo of chem, 
somehow able to live, 
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“Brecyone gets frustrated when chings arent ideal, but you cant expect 
people wo be perfect. Normal relationships should be based on realistic 
standards. But you're especially unforgiving in the way you sry to grade 
me off some biased system where anything thar's noc perfect gets fil- 

matk. Ie just nor a flr way to judge people, Am I wrong?” Takaki 
Tohno said to the woman, 

“Takaki was twenty-one years old, and ie was almost the end of 
winter. He studied analysis a the Schoo! of Science at his university, 
to which he traveled on foot from his place in Ikebukuro, 

aries that yeas, he had started part-time job as a teacher ara 
«ram school 

There, he had fallen for a woman his age and begun a relationship 
‘hae was now about ro end. 

‘She had fee special from the moment he mee het 

‘Takaki had no trouble understanding the part of ber that she care- 
fully tucked away and that no one ese ever understood. 

‘The first time he lai his eyes on her, a tornado swepe through his 
heart. 

Nearly every bit of him seemed to spin violently, and his very 
sense of self gor entangled in it. The noise that had accumulaeed in 

im was shredded, gone. The eye of thet storm invited hi in. There 
in te calm, under 2 spodight, was the very cove of her existence. He 
touched it 

‘Takald ineaited char she fel che same way about him. 


‘They had met theit other halves, as you did only once in a lifexime. 

‘They were sure of i 

Like castaways coming across fresh water, they satisfied their mu- 
‘ual thirst. When they couldnt meer, they missed each other so badly 
that their hands rembled, Their hears shook, as if about ¢o come 
undone. Takaki could feel her longing for him and knew that she fele 
his longing for her too, 

‘They could sense exch other's feelings almost fullywithout de- 
pending on unreliable words 

Fora stormy month, they craved one another 

Afier exacdly one month, as if with calculated precision, those feel~ 
Ings earned into hate, 

They despised cach other. In che two months that followed, Taka 
ki mattered, co a frightening degree, the art of inflicting emotional, 

Certain approaches could ext deeper than any direct insult. List- 
ing up things about her thar she was well aware of bue unable ro fits as 
ifshe wereait aware of them at all, for example, 


The woman had an illness where she needed to keep her medicine on 
her a all sims 

(On a number of occasions during her bouts, Takaki had had co 
bring her pls and a glass of wacer to her lips. 


‘The frst time hey made love, he was shocked to discover how 


skinny she was 
fou sure you're mot just skin and bones?” he joked. 
‘She made a straight face and went silent 
“I only have about half ofall my orgacs.” 
jow about your brain?” 
“That's the frst ciine anyone's ever asked,” she replied deyly. A 
relieved sonile appeared on her face. “Half my organs went to my con 
joined cwin sister when we were separated as kids: 
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“Tuleaki contemplated this for a bit, He was fsly confident in 
his abiley to igure out peoples childhoods and hada't pegged her as 
someone with 2 owin sister 

Really?” he asked. 
She wiggled. “Jus kidding. I've gor the full ec” 


"They cleanly hated each other but continued eo da 

They juse couldnt rsise meeting up, one on one, fully aware thee 
they be hurting hurtful woeds at each other 

Despice all the loathing. both of them were in desperate need of 

ani wastage acl sly cance mie 

Takaki realized much later. Ie was when a person meant nothing a all 
thac you could go ahead and be tually generous 

However, nether of them could withstand such tortare yer 

For Takaki, finding flaws in her was like child’ play. 

‘They were simply the tits he didnt want ro accep in himself. 

He just had ro hide his ugliness and fost it on her. 


On the day he decided against ever mesting her again, he tried a line 
held kepe in reserve uncil ee 
“By the way, where's your twin sister now?" 


Alter seadying for the entrance exams for months and months, Aka 
Shinohara managed to pass them and co become a college freshman 
‘when she was ninereen. In other words, she got in on ber Est ty. 
‘She went through the universitys front gates, which were flanked 
by large cherry crees, for her proverbial passage under che blossoms. 


‘Tiny pexals, almost pure white, were fluttering down, 

Abb, fredom. 

‘Akar was ecstatic, 

‘She had spent an entire year serving the banner of “entrance ex- 
ams" and put off many things 

For the very firs time, she ened an apartment and started living 
fom her own. Ie had been her dream 

‘Although chey quarreled about i, her mother knew that commut 
ing every day fiom Iwafune, ‘Tochigi, co Tokyo war impossible, and 
cevencually gave in. 

‘Akari was faicly pleased wich her apartment. The building was 
made of wood but clean inside to appeal to female college students. 
Her unie featured what qualified as a bay window, and the door had 
‘more than one lock, It was even close enough to walk to school. 

Sometimes she cooked for herself sometimes she just skipped'a 
meal. She woke up and wene to bed when she pleased, without any- 
‘one telling ber what to do, She found the whole experience incredibly 
enjoyable. 

Speaking of enjoyable, she boughe herself fall ser of applicators 
and tried weacing real makeup forthe Gs time, 

Even she had to admit, hough, char her overeager atrempt came 
cout awfil 

She looked better not wearing any. Removing all ot, she sulled 
all che way ro college. 

‘That day she realized she could eel who the freshmen gils were 
from how well they dolled themselves up, Looking around, she no- 
‘iced thar the newcomers had given themselves simila, amateurs 
makeup jobs. Ie was kind of funy 

She found classrooms wich unassigned seating and long ainety- 
minute lecures efreshing, 

She was nervous in this new environment, of course, but it no 
longer made her tremble or fel sick lke in the past. 
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‘She made friends without a hitch. 

‘She never had trouble finding lunch partners. 

Nor did she get anxious if she wasnt with someone 24/7. She 
could have fan all by herself 

To pur ic simply, Akai fle Fullled, 

Her closest friend at school was a gitl named Nomiya. Though « 
knockout with a dispassionace gaze and the figure of a model, she rook. 
big, strong steps around campus, spoke like & member of the yatie, 
and wasnt affaid to curse out any boy who dared to approach her. 
Akari admized all chese traits che moment she sw her. 

Thave to become ber fiend. 

She followed Nomiya around until they became friends, Akari was 
pleasantly surprised with hervelf her childhood self would never have 
done that 

‘About yea after starting college, she was passionately pursued by 
1 guy fiom her entering clas, and he became her first real boyfriend. 
Although he was ineeresting and generally Fun to be around, their re- 
lationship ended after just halfa year. 

just cant say no when someone tell: me they love me, 

She became aware of this side of he: 

‘When someone confessed his feelings for hes she'd think Whee! 
‘Bue {dott lve you at alt Soon, however, she'd want to consider i at 
lease. 

‘She seemed to be wired that way. The guy had bothered ro tll her, 
and ic would be such a waste. Essentially, she suspected, she was being 
like a hoardet 

In chis regard, Akaci was the exace opposite ofthe guy-like Nos 
ya, who gruflly rejected any boy she didn ike. 

‘But Shino, you're also not 2s gily as you ssens;" Nomiys ob- 
served. She'd taken co calling Alar by the first character of her family 

"You thinke” 


“With you, looks ate deceiving, You act like a gy get but are is 
straight as an strove” 

Ws like archery for me” 

'No, no, youte trying to getas dose to your ideal sas posible, 
like an ascetic: You probably doa’ even know youre doing it 

“You sure about that?” Though kari tilted her ead, Nomiyas 
words seemed to brush against some menvory. 

“Water world, The world is sinking” 

Nomiya was the type co say serange things out ofthe blue 

“Whae now? 

“Well, chee’ two kinds of people. People who sar swimming in 
4 hustle wo rach some sorta destination, and people who'te good just 
Aloacing there peacefully. Being aca college, that became so clear 0 me 
Youre obviously a swienmer, Shino.” 

Such a simple wiy t label people 

While ic was appallingly crude, she clatificacion scheme made 
some sense co Akai, and she found herself hureming lightly in assent 

“have to make it simple or else it be roo hard to explain. You 

g:0up, of course. Hell, cere’ two kinde of floaters: those 

thinking theyre ata hoe springs, and chose whole 

weights around ther ankles. So al things considered, 

1 chink you and Ihave got i prety good, In terms of where we ar, 
that is” 

‘kari chought so coo, Atleast, she didn have ro scruggle to keep 
things the way they were ‘ 

“By che way, there also ewo kind of swimmers. 

“Okay, okay, bite. What ace they ike?” 

“Some know where they‘ going and are swimming to their des 
sination, while aches are blindly Baling in the war, eying fo fguce 
ue where co go. Ifthe swimmnecs with destinations overdo it, though, 
theyte premy much the same asthe fonersbelag dragged down by 
‘weights. Their goals are diferent, but not heir actions” 


1% 


“Houh...you realy think so?" 
“Our world seems to link into a citele, es a Ringworld,” 
indsight, this mighe have been Nomiyas way of warning 
10 was in love ar the time. Seriously in leve—to put ie mildly. 


nter rain was pouring dows, 

Te wasnt because Akari had heard het acquaintance wat getting 
smarried—but unwilling to fel driven by a game of association, she at 
least made sure to wait For a while before slowly making her way out 
of che lounge 

She wear through an outside corridor ro another building on cam= 
pus. When the cold air hit he, she could fee che chilly moisture scep 
ino her ait 

The offices of the British & American Literature professors lined 
the hallway. She saw that the lights were on ia the room she was head- 
cd co, and che joe thar ran chrough her body fel almost magnetic. 

Since chere was no answer when she knocked, she cracked open 
the door. 

‘The professor's eyes didnt leave his PC, 

“Excuse me, may I come in?” 

"As long at you dont speak while I work. 

A tight, painful feling selzed her chest, but Akari took a deep 
breath and sat atthe small sofi suite in front of his desi. 

“The man continued typing away on his keyboasd, nor pausing 
even fora moment to think 

She pictured the big hands hiding behind the monitor. 

‘The university allowed students to earn general-edueation credits 
for raking a diferent deparement’s core courses 

‘Asa sophomore, Akati had taken The History of British & Amer: 
ican Literature, an introductory course, and a seminar ja translation. 
‘Seated before her was the instructor of those classes. 

‘Mote renowned a5 a translator chan 2 scholar, he had a benutifil 


writing syle. Tha was the initial reason Akar signs up for his lass. 

Soon enough, however, she began to have a different reason, 

“The man, who completely ignored her as if she were nothing but 
tras be wotked, gave off unique vibe, fr instance in how he would 
crane his nek 

‘The only way she could pu ie was that she loved it 

There was no clear reason as to why. 

she knew why she loved him, she might have quic him for good 
Persuading herself hat twas 2 bad reaton would be the end oft 

Wishour a reason, howeve, she wat stuck on him. 

Withour a reason, she sulfered. 

Ie was lin her head, so why coulda she stop? 

Come to think of, though, you could never explain why you fell 
in ove 

Some things could be described in words, but not othess. 

Je reason you loved someone was a prime example of 


‘She seriously questioned all those magazine surveys that claimed 
"kindness" was the most desirable quality in the opposite sex. 

‘Akane, at leas, had never fallen fora “kind” man, Not even cine, 

She didnt think those surveys were fake. The majority of women 
‘must have answered that way, of course 

Yer she doubted they had ever fllen fora guy because he was kind, 
He might have turned out to be kind, 

‘The respondents had to be falling in love for reasons they couldnit 
‘even understand or deseribe, and just replying "s kind man” because ie 
was the safest option. 

‘That was probably it 

If noe, then: 

‘Oley, do you have any questions for me?” 

“The man's hand made lite waving motions, bat not to grect 

‘Akar. He was just relaxing his muscles after tearing his hand away 
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did you come?” 

“cant sop by without & proper reason?™ 

“Thar would be a waste of time, for both of us” 

‘Why did she fel so deeply for him when he wast kin, let alone 
Jncerested in her? 

She took care o sound as calm as possible. “I ind ix hard to be- 
liewe that you're roo busy even to chat for altse while” 

“TEI take the concentration I am using on this conversation and 
dives it somewhere else, I might have another brilliant insight. Any: 
thing that robs me ofthat possibility ha to be seen as a waste of time. 
Ws nora novel concepe, you know. Maybe one day youl understand.” 

“May L ask you a question thea?” 

“Answering questions is part of my job” 

"Have you thought about us since then?” 

His expression remained unchanged. 

“Honestly, nota all” 

"Arenit you single, professor?” 

“That i a private mater, but, yes, Tam.” 

“Theard youre noe cuezendly seeing anyone.” 

“That is ao private information, but, yes, that is er.” 

“Hypothetically, you might develop an incerest in me due to our 
time together outside of class. What ate your thoughts on that?” 

“Its possible, sure. However I've already decided not toler it gecto 
that point. I should be dedicating chat time to other maters instead.” 

‘Adari couldn't help bur sigh. Ic was a palnfl exhalation that made 
het lungs itch. "Now I know what ie fel like to wane to ask, ‘Which 
4s more important for you, ove or work? 

“Thar’s merely « question of what incerests you more at a given 
time. No proper answer exists. There will be cases where I am more 
interested in my work, and cases where | don' find the partner all that 
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htc hat int ou x ch 

“Caring, ly erp and cating akocaton, 
“Titogh dx poss Lao hie cle 

"Flow debe peopl ren he proce” 

“Thay dtm my ewe 

“Wel he asks you apy?” 

“one oH ppc Tat wo Wve my A 
spol aetrtobe tie pee 

“So your geal ino be happy?” 

"Rg 

nd you plan ie thar wy Bre 

det tha exyone can oympuhine wh dae” 

“igor mshdng empty measglen” 

“War 

“Tdont hia ayo rpm wri antag, Logi age 
tics th snus oe can uta oe wet cas 


‘Alone, and feeling out of it, Akari entered a café along a boulevard, 
She took her coffee black, unlike always. She wanted the bitter 
taste to counteract the bittemess in her heart. 
“Tdontt need you in my life” 
In che end, chat was whar che instructor meant. 3 
Te was the fist time shed been told such a thing, and eo direcely 


Wi meet fone 

Aut pony otros a en pei 
weeds The en uh par ne 

Sie mde co one ue 
Seepareerteyerarar 

He uml mi ed propped pe ai reply 
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slid to the floor. 

She felt doomed toa life of unzequited love 

A melancholy song in triple meter suddenly began playing on the 
USEN radio, Akari knew che song. Ie was "Fisse Love" by Mayumi 
‘Kojima. Ie was exactly the kind of song she didnt wane to heat 

‘She wanted to gec up and leave, but didn have the strength. 

le was the worst feeling imaginable. 

miss you, she though. 

Whom did she miss? 

I don’ kon, 
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‘After a belated job hunt, Taka somehow ecusedancnty postion. 
was already ceend of autumn, 

‘A profesor of his had managed o land him 2 job ata software 
developmen company in Mitaka Cy, The im erned «profi by re 
ceiving ords, designing programs, and manufacring and delivering 
the prodact 

Talat became  to-aled ayers enginet In the arrow sense of 
‘he word, his meane working in both systems design and marketing, 
but he alo coded because the projects were smal in scale 

‘While the mid.sied company was not a houschold name, it was 
on growth path and highly regarded in the indy. Everyone sad 
he was “lc” for finding wait the company 

And Taka new, too, He was fortunate 

Because there he leaned tha ie was programming chat ule him 

Having wed computer for is eearch in college, he understood 
che basis. Ache company, Boweve he mew belcretat 
had Been made fori 

“Lucky” was the ony way to descibe his chance meeting with hs 


179 


He could immerse himself in bis monitor behind the walls of his 
tubicic, cake care of entire meetings just through email, and not waste 
time on monotonous smal alle with is fellow employees—be liked it 
for those antisocial easons too. 

‘Bur whac was moving to him wat that a functioning framework 
emerged when he tielesly piled one “description” upon another and 


‘compiled those scripcs, 

He never would have guessed chat he was so suited to engineeting, 

He buried himself in a box. 

His very existence was being transferred into the sequences of code 
he created. 

When he tore off pieces of hiemself and packed chem in the box, 
they began to function, ro mulciply, and ro work on theit own, 

He was gering drunk off thar cycle 

“The computer on his desk seemed to exis in its own independent 
‘world. Beyond his moniror was an alternace universe thar had diferent 
laws from reality. 

He reached into thac universe and reatranged its contents to his 
liking, Through sheer willpower and hard work, he could give life 
things thac had never existed before 

Before he was even aware of it, he started thinking of his job as 
building a tower on an empey field. Sometimes he imagined that he 
Was creating fctional animals 

He could bring things to life. 

The next time, he would make something bigger. 

1c was exhilarating, the pleasure and sttisfiction of mastering & 


new sil. a 
(Come up with an idea. 
Make ia realty, 
Refine yourself through thae process, 
“The fiuruce seemed so bright. 
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He was proud of hi 
‘He was making rapid progress and wasntt going to stop. He was 
moving forward 
Anise the daily repetition, chat got him high. 
Higher 
He wanted to go higher 


‘A-couple of years flew by while he was steeped in thet notion, 

fore he knew it, he had become one of the most proficient em- 
ployess 2c hie company. 

‘While char fact brought him joy, he could sense the noise mount- 
ing around him. He tied his hardest ro shake it off, wo ignore it, but 
fewas simply 00 use 

‘More and more often, a company bottleneck prevented him from 
‘moving up. Being dragged down by his les skilled colleagues was ex- 
cruciating. 

‘He tried to reach highes, but ceiling blocked him, and there were 
‘weights around his ankles, 

‘Ic was oppressive and suffocating, 

Nothing frustrated Takaki more than unmotivated employees and 
sralled projects, - 

He leamed something: the more incomperent the workets, the 
more they tended to deny thar chey were deadweight. In che end, that 
was whar inepticude meant. 

He was snuck behind a runner who was behind en catir lap, 

Get going 

Whar do you even lve for? 

At least don't bold me back. 

“Some people ae seared to take the shortest path.” 

That was what Risa Mizuno said, with a soft sigh, on one of the 
‘are occasions Takaki opened up co her about his workplace irritations 

“Mose people purposely rake the long road. They prefer to take 
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theie time understanding things, dwelling on how tired cher legs fel 
A lot of people jurt cant accept what others tell them even if its tue, 
and won't be convinced of anything unless they nociced ie themselves. 
‘That’ jase the way things ae.” 

Aer she gently reproached him, che tension went out of him, and 
he fele much becter. 

Risdt voice and words seemed to have chat mysterious effect 
‘Upon recuming to work, of course, various things would irrcate him 
all over again 

Sill, Takaki wondered why there was a touch of sadness in her fice 
when she spoke thar way 


“Mr. Tohno—from Systems, right?” 

“That was how Risn approached Takaki on a placform in Shinjuku 
Seation. He would later look back on i as being quite uncharacteristic 
of her. 

In his eximation, she wasnt the type to accost 2 mere acquain- 
tance on the sree. 

“Uh...ye2” he answered, somewhat taken aback 

He assumed only pollsters or salespeople ever approached him on 


the street, so he was surprised to hear someone mention his last name 


and company. 

Te took him a few seconds to remember who she vas. 

That small lapze of time was just long enough ro make Takaki miss 
his train. He was simply heading home after seeing a movie, though? 

Risa worked a a client company of Takak's and was the asitang 
‘of the man who handled his account 

‘The only interaction Risa and Takaki had ever had was at a brief 
‘mceting where they had exchanged business cards 

‘Takaki could never go up to someone he barely knew on the street 
Her calm manner of approaching him piqued his interest. 

‘While perhaps sexist, he also thought it was rare for a young 


we 


‘woman to spend her free time wandering the strees of Shinjuku alone 
on a weekend, 


They lef chrough the east exit and talked over tea for two houts at 
the Omokage Caf 

‘There wasnt a single pause in their conversation the entie time. 

‘Talal though it might Bethe longest hel ever been absorbed in 
any convesiton 

‘They spoke with gree pasion, 

They had the same opinion on many topics. While they didat 
always se eye to eye, Takaki respected Rist’ logical, well-grounded 
takes even when he didnt fully agree with her 

‘She was thoughtful and responsive. Ie had been ages since he had 
share bis views like thar. 

Hed wanted tal to someone bu never realized it 

‘That, or he'd been trying o convince himself thac he ddne wane 
to alco anyone a al, 

‘Takaki alked uncl is throat hurt, He used to think chat “talking 
your throat sore” was an unrealistic ie invented by celebrities to brag 
about how much they spoke, but now he knew that it could actually 
happen 

All it had taken to get him to talk was someone who understood 
him, 

Je was the most falfilling, refrshing, and fan couple of hours he 
hhad enjoyed ina numberof years, or so he fel. 

There was one development that troubled him, though, 

Takai was playing a guessing game about Risa. 

“Ifyou think you can guess correctly, by all means” she assented 
playfully. She most likely underestimated his incuition 

He silently gared at the woman, who looked quite lovely in her 


slases as she played with her straw across the rable. : 
Tat ad ck ling penon had ing en fh 
hhad jase met. Just fom talking he could also guess, cght times out o 
ay Sinai a de nga i a wheat 
there were any siblings ofthe opposite sex. 
‘No older sien. 
[No younger ster either. She deci vem lke she was vied with 
anocer girl around ber ae 3 
_No younger brother, given the way she incracting with me, a gp. 
“if youte not an only child, you have a brother who’ a lot older 
shan you” 
visibly upsce. He seemed to have infinged on some serious private 
‘Riss tried ro hide er distress, and shed 4 quite wel, one mighe 
say, Takaki, however, was too accustomed to sexing chrough such fi- 
cades 
He judged ber to be che type who concealed various secrets be 
neath the surface, 
Contec” Risa replied, faking a sell 
She dida’t say which ofhis statements 
“Yim guessing youre a people person?” she asked 
‘Takaki jus smiled, Iewas the exace opposite. He was neither inte. 
‘sted in nor atached to any individual, which was why he fed them 
to tea on a whim, once he identified with her aur of trying to hide 
somering if 
Ie seemed like she was desperatly averting her own eyes 
Pechaps it aroused in him a seas ofslidatey 
“They exchanged phone numbers and email addeeses. Since then, 
they starred meeting up alms every week. 
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“Lwould realy like co see your place,” Taka said after one of their 
several dates. 
“Sure Risa agreed. 


16 


Her apartment was as neat at a showroom. 

She seemed 10 be trying to keep her furnicure 10 a minimum, 
Which made her medium-sized room look tather large 

‘While he could only guess at che time, she also seemed to have 
‘rammed all of her sundries behind the louver doors of her walk-in 
closet. 

‘The walls were white, and all ofthe furniture and fittings were 
‘made of wood. The walnut-colored Hloaring was properly waxed, and 
the kitchen was sparkling clean despite regular use 

Risa cooked her own meals every day, a Takaki learned later. Ie 
was more ofa “ritual” than 2 routine 

He could see that she put lor of effort inco organizing her space 

‘Tiss the total opposite of my sloppy lifestyle, he thought, 

While che bureau, chairs, and bed were antiques, she did not own 
2 sofa or low table. In other words, she hadnt expecced guests when 
she had se up her room. 

‘Afver Takaki started making Frequent visits, she boughe.a low table 
and cushions 

He liked che looks of her place, A room is very celling about one's 
‘temperament, afer all, and hers gave him a positive impresion. He 
found her place quite cory. 

Dung his frst vir, he suddenly wanted to see how it might ee! 
‘working cere. 

“Would you mind if I worked a bit?" he asked, taking out his 
laptop. 

‘She scemed surprised, alle angry, and quite disgusted, Afcr that 


rush of emotions, a resigned expression appeared on her face. 

Fine, go ahead,” she said racherhalfheartedly. 

Warching Takaki happily ype away on his keyboard, however, 
seemed to improve her mood. 

Talcaki never felt more relaxed working than the brief time he did 
s0 in Risds apartment, He rarely ever hummed as contentedly as he 
did thae da 

“But Im surprise. I sil case believe it” 

le was after they had slepe cogether on a few occasions that she 
sald this 

“For the longest time, I thought no one would ever love me. I nev 
cer imagined I'd be able co touch or be touched by someone like this. 
always chought Ii live my whole life unloved.” 

“Looks like you were wrong.” 

“Can T couch you alittle more?” 

“The nervous way she stokes his cheek fle so new ro im, but aso 
‘evoked a strange sense of dja vu. 

“Your body heat isso calming. How your bones fel, coo.” 

Same bere 

‘A Aeeting ashback thae vanished almost as soon as it came made 
him concur 


Risa was seunned by the chaode sete of his room. 

“Can I rdy it up a bid” she requested, 

wee 

Somehow, over the yeas, Takaki had lose the ability to keep Nis 
space clucter-fee. 

He found the process of pusting each and every abject back in its 
assigned position a complete waste of time. I anyone ever cleaned up 
his place, he probably wouldait beable to find a thing. 

“Why do you have this stuf?” Risa asked from the kitchen. 

Te-was idy there, only because it went unused. She was holding 2 
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pir of scissors in her tight hand and a Yakishime ta cup in her lef 

‘She seemed puzzled as o why he owned such high-qus 
ware when he didnt even cook. 

“Abth, those. They/re from Tanegashima* 
‘There was « brand-new knife from Tanegashima under the sink, 
‘but he had never wd it. He had brought ie with him when he moved 
wo Tokyo, 

“lived in Tanegashima until I graduated high schoo." 

Tanegashima? The place famous for having the frst guns in Ja- 

pant” 

“Right, che one with the guns” 

“I didnt know you were rased on an island, Takaki, You don't give 
off an ‘island vibe’ at al” 

“Well, I didat realy grow up there. moved there when I was in 
‘my second year of junior high. But they make really nice blades on the 
island, so I guess I'm spoiled in that department” 

“Tancgashima’s in Kagoshima, right 

Right,” 

“You dont seem like someone from the sourhérn isa 
judging from your Image, chat is” 

“What's my ‘image'?” 

“Somewhere more up north. Where it snows” 

Takaki smiled, Risa handed him the cup, which he then placed 
(on a place on the rable. The water on the stove sill needed a bit more 
time to boil 

“Tancgashima is red, jus ike this cup.” 

‘Red? How? 

“les the soi” 

“Huh?” 

“All of che soil on the island. The toils red for the samme reason 
blood is there's rons of iron in the ground. That’ why all of Fanegashi- 
1ma’s pottery is red. The island used to be a major steel producer back 


in the day. Accually, I think ie sell is” 
“And they also make knives there?” . 
“Yeah. Never heard of Tanegashima knives? Theyre really famous’ 


"Caritsay Ihave,” 
They even used ro call muskets “Tanegashimas, but che fact thar 


the first ones were brought there is che real reagon. I's actually be 
‘cause Tanegashima used to be a major producer of them.” 

Takald flea be sentimental at he spoke. 

Looking back on it nw, life on the idan realy ware s0 bad. 


[Not chat thinking so aow changed a thing 

Risa slept over that night, Listening co her breathe in her sleep, 
with her forehead nudged against his shoulder, he found ic all quite 
strange 
‘A defenscless woman was sleeping beside him. He had never really 
imagined this situation. 

"He had been in few relationships, but no one had ever been quite 
like this, 

Risa completely let her guard down, 

‘She lefc herself so vulnerable that Takaki wondered if she was okay. 


He didat know people could let others in as much as she let him 


He was axconished. 
No one had ever slepe next to him so peacefully in all his ie. 
Her breathing sounded like the ebbing tide. ” 
For « shore while, Takaki enjoyed the nostalgic illusion of being 
‘enveloped by that islands a. . 
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“To pu ie mildly, Akar had 2 very cough time finding ajo. 
Tk was a time when che economy was said eo be in a ten-year re- 
cession, and it seemed like every company had become extra selective 
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in hiriog new graduates. The winds of change were especially chilly to 
ils who had studied lneraure and didn have any special kil. 

The profestors and the mood around her had warned her how 
‘ugh i would be to ge job, so she had a least en prepared. She 
‘an around, going ftom ovientation sesion co interview, and applied 
to every jb that she cou 

Whe ever said that ‘elle is four-year moratorium’? 

Akar had never been so exhausted in her lif. Passing the college 
‘entrance exam was a thousand ies easier than finding ajo, 

Evenaually, a bookstore chain with large outlets in Tokyo hired 
hee 

‘The company wasnt the number one leader im is industry but a 
sedequate enterprise chat competed forthe number ewo or thee spot. 

‘Ac fist, Akai worked asa shop cere. Surrounded by thousands of 
bookes every day she fle that hee workplace was close to ideal 

By the time she had gocten used to folding book cavers orga 
Bing the bookshelves, using the cash register, and interacting wich 
customers, she found that a year had flown by. 

After owo year at an out, her request ro move co. diferent de. 
partment was approved, and she promptly began caning to become 
buy. i 

She didi just work with books because she loved them, she aio 
wanted to cy selling them a a proper form of busines 

She sarted perusing weekly. gossip, and boyt’ magazines, and 
through genres of books she did noe cae for at all 

She put her personal preferences aside and thought about hese 
iter market ape. She ako thought abou the people who needed 

Aftec she made some teibleslip-ups and was harshly eprimand- 
she could ger back on her fee for quite some time. 

Nevertheless, her love for books and reading never waned 

Her work was all fan and games, bu ic was fun just the sume, 


She was simply happy to work with books and to be surrounded 
by them ia her workplace. Sending her favories out into the world 
bough her great joy 

‘Afr Akar ransfeted deparements, her necwork grew significant 
by 
” ann he fia di wh ha poe pu ba arg 
inco purchasing she began to handle a lor more “people who have 
names and faces” 

In chat sens, her current pose actualy expanded her horizons. 

Se also met someone after becoming « buyer. He was sales rep 
fora publisher. 

‘Asa member ofthe working world, Akai had noticed that neatly 
all alespeople exuded a certain unique energy. 

She figured it was because being assertive and blufing was essen- 
til co thei ob 

Ie seemed that many salesmen donned che image of being a 
“go-geer” like armos, While she ida wor in sles hel, he wor- 
ied that cust really ire one out 

“Tes exhausting, creally is” the man admitcd.“T mean, the whole 
salesman act isn natural at all: ve lated the tricks of che rade and 
now do ie without thinking, ofcourse, but ike a jam-packed tran 
ven ifyou get used 0 it, its you out.” 

She found itamusing that be was the image of "Yes, I can!" when 
she saw him at work but was completely lid-back when they mec up 
inpeivae. 

She alo liked how he seemed o have had a good upbringing ang 
diate soem greed 

He was honestly more of goofball than she expeced, If wasn't a 
bad thing. Infact, she was really fond of his absentmindednes. 

She was glad thar he wasn stuck i business mode al the time: a 
sy like that would have certainly worn her out 

"Tber you do wel in love, Ms. Shinohara” 
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He told her he imagined she'd had plenty of wonderful reation- 
ships in the past, 

“Oh, char’s not crue.” 

“Well I chink ic jst might be” 

He added that naturally she must have had some rough exper 
ences as well 

“But Tim sure those experiences made you into the lovely person 
you are coday. That's the feeling I ge from you” 

Des he honetly tink shat some sweet words will win me over? she 
thought. But being complimented like that frankly didn't fel all char 
bad. 


“4 


‘alaki and Ris had been dating for wo years. 

Since both of them had busy jobs, chey always met at night. As 
soon a it grew dark outside his ofice window; Takaki thought about 
Risa 

‘They would email each other, meet somewhere to dine, and have 
a fe drinks, Thc wa their usual rou 

‘hey sat atthe courier of a bar in Nakano called “The Shang- 
hai Doll which has sinc shue down. Takaki always ordered whiskey, 
while Risa eicher gota brandy sour ora me warp cocktail 

“What were you like when you were young, Takaki?” 

“L was a prety average kid.” 

“You're joking 

“Wel, | did change schools lox.” 

Because of your picene work?” 

“Yeah.” 

Rise glanced at the li-up, multicolored bottles of booze. “I'm alt= 
te jealous... sbways wished Tcould tansfe schools,” she murmured. 


“mean, you get clezn sae, right? You can clear your image, 
your reparation, everything. All [ever wanced was a second chance: 

“Ics. lor cougher than you think” 

Eccoe 

"Well, you have to make your way into fully formed relationships 
aan oursides” 

"You know, chete was cis giel who transfered inco my class when 
I wasin elementary school. She was really prety, and cell, really pop- 
ular, A lor ofthe kids envied her, bur most of them really liked her.” 

"You never saw her lex her guard down, did you?” 

“Hah? Well no, probably noe” 

"She mustve had a good head on her shoulders. Deep down, she 
‘must have always been on edge.” 

"Were you lke that 100?” 

“Maybe. Tim not suze how other people saw me.” 

“You werent bullied, were you?” 

“No, not realy... When you change schools again and again, you 
kkind of learn how to blend in after a while.” 


‘As they walked home side by side that night, Risa sai, “I'm really shy 
about meeting people.” 

“tknove” 2 

“So I wonder why I fele so calm with you from the beginning’ 
Hooking arms with Takaki she leaned her upper body agains him. 
“Oh, whae am T going to do?! really love you, Takaki” 

He could only respond with an embarrassed smile. Despite the 
scent of her skin, and her hair brushing his neck, he kept walking, his 
yes focused straight ahead a 

‘His embarrassed smile was jure a pretense, 

He should have sid “I ove you, too.” 

For some reason he couldnt, 


ing was up with Risa. Takald sensed i the vecy fist time he 
‘met her, and the impression stayed with him. 

‘Whar was burdening her revealed itself without warning, 

Lare one night at Takaki’ apartment, she began sobbing in her 
sleep like a ticle child. He woke with a sare, 

‘What’ wrong?” 

He ned over in bed and touched her shoulder. Asif that had ac- 
tivated some kind of switch, she curled herselFinco a ball and screwed 

face at she cried, 

I had a dream sbout my older brother, He was standing on the 
train platform,” she squeezed out breathlesly between her hysterical 
sobs, 

Takaki sat up and gazed down at het, She had pulled the covers 
close and wrapped her arms around herself as though to suppress her 
convulsions. 

Her big brother? 

‘Takaki went into che kitchen and fetched her some cold mineral 
water. He sat her up, but she couldn't even gulp down the water. 

‘Takaki juse watched in silence. What else could he do? 

Fora long time, she continued to take small hiccups of breath, 

He didnt asl anything. 

‘With her hand aguinse her forchead, Riss unexpectedly begen to 
speak in a trembling voice, berween trembling exhalations. She was 
talking to herself more or les, and there were many parts Takaki 
‘couldnt comprebend, but he came to understind a few things, 

‘When Risa was in her second year of junior high, her older broth. 
et had jumped off che plaform, into an oncoming train, 

le-was assumed to be suicide. 

“After that... was all over, everything weat to hell.” 

‘The geats powering her went out of whack. Abrupdy, the circuits 
thac had helped her "ge along” with her peers and navigate her envi- 
ronment fll spare. 


rom that point on, she had trouble fitting in wherever she was. 

She talked about the bitter loneliness of school. About the days 
when no one would look at her. 

Juse listening to her trembling voice recount allthis froze Takaki 
10 the core 

He recalled what a coworker of is, Hasegawa, had once cold him: 
the death ofan older brother means something differenc to is young. 
cer siblings compared to any other death In the Family 

Since Hasegawa worked in human resources, he consoled employ- 
ces when they were bereaved. Through thar experience, he had noticed 
thae among the deaths of siblings, an older brother’ was the most 
camaging 

Sometimes employees suffering a death in che family had crouble 
getting back on their fer to the poin that cheir work suffered. More 
‘often than not, in those cases, the deceased wasn't @ parent, sister, oc 
younger brother, bur an older brocher. 

“Takaki didn't have any siblings and had taken Hasegawa's word 
for ic—oc rather, hadr't fle enitely convinced. Wouldate the level of 
suffering be the same no matter which sibling passed away? 

Bur now, Takalel suspected chat his colleague was right 

According to Hasegawa, an older brother was probably closet © 
his siblings than their parents and a bigger role model. He was tasked 
with balancing our the family 

Rica was weeping bitery inthe feral position, her ches till shak- 
ing, 

With every experience of a loved one’ death, the survivor setlgd 
deeper ino reality. Asif gravity had strengthened by thar much. 

"Takaki was mature enough ro understand that. He thought back 
ton the deaths ofa few people held known. It fl like hel taken on a 
Tiale moze weight agai, 

He remained silent, unable to speak, 

‘The fluorescent lights white noise droned in his ears and numbed 


his ead. 

Risa was crying her eyes out because of dream she had al 
Pesta because of decam she had about hee 

He couldn't do anything, 

He did know what ro do. He needed to cradle her head in his arms 
and tell her she was going co be okay. He really ought to have, That 
simple ace would have alleviated her pain. 

‘Why couldait he do thee much? 


‘And whae was i that her beocher had found beyond the platform? 
3 


‘The nex ie Taal mex wit Ris, she Bhai none of i had 
eves happened, If she was sulfcing inde, she appeared unfixed on 
the surface, . — 

Sceing this, he pretended not oh hes anythi 

ave cen os heatd anything hae 

nigh and just spoke to her sormally The only difereace was tha he 
was gender when he reached out co touch het. 

He was busier wich work chan ever before 

Oat fg slide was pasion, oe marly eed 
oussanding eraluations. As thanks he got asigeed to some other 
selled projec: that needed him, and the eee continued. 

‘Wichour complaining, be burrowed through a if he were «dail 
Aligging 2 sew meto tunnel 

Eventually he got stuck with the much-fared “dowest moving” 
Project ache company. 


Tnicaed before Takaki eve joined the developer, no one knew 
where iewas going or when it would end 

Te was ike digging 2 hole to fil up another hole. The goal was to 
create fla ground, but i seemed entirely imposible. 

Takaki uncitingly chipped away ati 


“So damn heavy..." he mustered 

Hre was referring co the program he was processing, but his words 
shor theough his body, 

His body fele heavy 

He picked up the paper Starbucks cup and drank fiom ie, He 


coulda’ tate anything, 
He celine in his chai and straightened his back 
ops, Takaki though. 
‘snot mental or pice eiue, 0 what ie? 
He scared up 2 the white cling —cazelely enough. His nec, 
teadons srsined. 
What i cis 
He searched fo the right word 
"So darn painfl.." be mutreted 
Ye, Righe answer 
Why iit so painfull 
He shut is eyes. He took deep breaths, 
“Thea he tied to sense his surroundings. 
‘Around just him, gravity flea lot heavier than one g 
‘What planet was this? 
le was only going o keep geting heavier. 
He could fel i, 
He wouldnt be able to move 
He was gectng tied dow for sure. 
Ice Tim sating to gs pinned dour, and it pin 
To where? ‘ 
To here. 
Right. He hadnt noticed. Or held been preten notice 
He fel lke he was being forced to decelerate ere 
Heid become much faster than this place a good while ago. 
Everything around him was o0 heavy oo slow. 
Ihe dial escape now he woulda beable ro get out. 


He needed 0 eeape as soon as he could. 

He forced his eyes open. He knew this place was no good for hin. 
He was ina swamp. IFhe didnt drag his legs forward, he would sink 

This was bad 

Fhe didat wrap che projec up soon, he would never beable to 
swim bis way ou 

‘The program had the weong victory conditions, Its destination 
was wrong. It needed ro be reser and downsized so its vectors could 
be aligned. Multiple engines were reving in diferent dcections, nd 
ther force didst have a central axis 

‘Takaki began typing ferociously, and in jst halfa day he complet 
co a drastic revision plan. He may have been overtepping is duties, 
bbut he ad no other choice. He ran the program using the new meth 
odolog. 

He submitted the comparative data to his immediate superox. 

Takaki explained tha thei previous method would ger them no 
where 

Theieeforts would simply stall and disineegrace in midair. 

Perhaps he didat we the ight words. His proposal was flat-out 
rected. 

‘This was no joke. Ie drove Takaki cray to know that he was aboard 
4 sinking vee. 

He could ether plug the leaks and rush to is destination before 
Jesank, or jas jump ship. 

He figured thathe would be beter off swimming 

He went one rung higher in the company and met with the di 
recor of operations, to whom he submited che same proposal for a 
change in policy. 

‘The man's answer was blunt: just do your work and dont cause 
any trouble. 

‘Takaki suubbomly expetimented with his own method, created 
data that compared efciency levels, and submited his findings to a 
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few other bosses. He didnt receive posicive responses, 

Ie-was hopeless 

“Please make your decision.” 

“alas face was expressionless when he uttered those words ro 
the director of operations one day. 

“The man could either revise the policy or take Takaki off the pro} 
ect. Ifthe director refused to pick either option, Takaki would quit. 

Tewas a chteat that was understood as sch. They took issue with 
hhis maneuver, but the executives discussed the matter and eventually 
decides co adope Talal’ plan 

Hee was a bie relieved thae some of the bras could make a logical 
decision. Without them, Takaki would have quie withour a trace of 

“The superior who intially rejcted his plan wat tansfered to.a 
diferene department. 

“The entie project team was placed under Takaki, forall intents 
and purposes. He held several meetings and started taking the project 
forward at previously unthinkable speed. 

“Thac was deeply satisfying 

Buconly at the beginning, Having forced out his own boss, Takaki 
had drawn his workplace in towards himself He needed to tke re 
sponsibilcy. Ie made sense, and held expected a8 mach. 

Files of all sors started to pile onto his desk. Responsibilities he 
had never handled before began co hang over his head. 

For example, held never had to make a group of people with dift 
ferent personalicies work as a eam. fl 

‘As self-centered as i sounded, he found dealing with eheie quis 
extremely annoying. He had co calibrate their relationships, fill out 
approval forms, and handle other busywoek... 

“Meanwhile, it was a marvel how the project accelerared, and kept 
‘on accelerating, The company seemed extremely satisfied. Everytime 
‘Takaki turned in one of the peoject’s progress repors, upper manage 
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iment showered him with compliments, saying that he was doing « 
fancastc job and that he had been right ll along. 

Yer 

‘Tons of deadweight now hung of Takaki, and be was losing speed, 

He tried imagining thac the weight wasnt these. 

He didatt want to accepe chat he was slow. 

‘While the ritesome chores only mounted, he refused to reduce the 
daily worddoad he'd set for himself 

‘When he visited Ris, ofter he would juse work there. 

(On 2 few occasions he kept going for hours, forgetting her pres- 
‘ence, before panicking and asking her about her day. 

Looking back on ir now, pethaps he torally lacked the capacity 
appreciate those litle everyday things. 

He hardly ever complained to Risa about work 

‘The first time he ever did, che had urged him to: 

“Bren if you doutt wane to ealk about it, you really should.” 

‘Why was she insisting? Talking about it wasn going ro fix any- 
thing. 

Lecing icall out might make him fel better, and even iFit didnt, 
the listener could pretend to gecicand relox—he understood how that 
system worked, a 

Buc Takaki didnt think thar way. 

“Why don't you try little harder ro show how you fee?” she sid, 

If L look happy, people can fel at ease If | lok unhappy, people can 
worn 

In other words, it sounded like it was everyone else's problem. 

Not his, 

Je wasnt his inteiocty, bue that of others around him that was at 
‘ssue in the proposition, “Takaki Tohno should try to show his feel- 
ings.” Frankly, he couldn’ cae less 

[TF they let him, he wanted co deal with his emotions himeelf, 

“Think I get ic now." Risa said. 


“What?” 
“Yous tld me once that changing schools dat fixe you a all” 
*Righe” 

“You prety much blended in with your surroundings.” 

“Uh buh. 

“Was that because you didal mind being misunderstood?” 

‘She probaly right, Takaki thought. 

Tewae easy pretending tobe a wonderfil person ifsomeone dnt 


"There's only scene.” Risa ssid 

All atl, she went on muurnbling to herself the scent of ve: 
thing important, wometbing vital, in you. Someone took it away, Thats 
shy all can hear is my sgh echoing in an empty treasure chest 


Late inc the night, Tal dreamed about his childhood. 

Te was a misemble dream where the Kids in dass were put into 
teams, bu only he was et out. 

He woke up feelingsad Ie fle like a paintbrush was gazing aginst 
his heart. Had that occured in rea life? He couldit remember 

‘Actually, tha definiely happened when he was young, back 
‘whet he was very young. 

‘As Takald washed his face—and drank some of the tap water, 
which finely smelled of chlorine, while he was at ic—a thought 
crosed his mind. 

Twonder if that ever happened 0 Ris 

Ie must have ‘ 

He was almost postive 

“Why are you asking me cha?” ‘ 

‘She would make a sad face and peobably say that fhe did ask he. 
He could picrure i vividly, down wo the tone of her voice 

He was quickly figuring everything our about hee 

Tewas only natural ina serious relationship. 
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and your partner understands ou. 

Phrases he once heard Risa mumbling to herself entered his head 
cour ofthe blue 

Someone tok it aay 

‘Ax empty tenure che 

His past, which he had sealed away athe bottom of his memory, 
was being excavate 

Fes 

Why? 

[Noc knowing was what scared him, 


“I donie wane to stay here” his reflection in the bathroom mirvor sald. 
Assuming any mass in someone else was something he wanted to 
avoid 
The guy in the micror spoke again, 
“Twant to go somewhere...” 


He went outin the middle ofthe night. There were stil few hous left 
uatil morning, He walked through the residential area the sreetlamps 
his only source of light. There weren't any stars 

For a moment, he was confused why the streets were odorles. 

‘Why was there no smell? 

‘Why dide't he smell a blend of green leaves and sea and dirt in 
the wind? 

‘Well, duh. This was Tokyo, 

Tabak fel veribly of balance 

He came to a boulevard. "There, he hailed a cab and headed to his 
fice. 

He wenr chrough secutiey, inputting the passcode ac the back ene 
trance. His coworkers liked to boast that “the company never slepe” 
but no one was there ar thar hous. 

‘Swieching on just the fluorescent lights above his workspace on 
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the dat, empty loot, he started up his computer and began typing fi 
tously, his fice gleaming blue fom the monicors backlight. He ryped 
so fast that he started himzelé. He was geting drunk off che pace and 
the rhyshi of hie fingers. Fazer, urged something in his. Hy up. 

fhe didn, was going co gee him. 

‘Aland would each fo his shoulder. 

Unless he was sunning ist e was say 

He dit know what he was ars of but knew that be needed to 
sun faces father 

Buc the farther he ran, che more entangled his Boy became 

"The more wind resistnce he faced 

Tewas eying to knock him down, 

Failure was proof of weakness 

He coulda tolerate such weaknes. 

He had tobe strong 

‘And abvays be okay. 
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He was being tied down. He wasn't made co handle thar. 

Since he was falling behind at work, he would goto the office early 
in the morning and leave later than everyone ese 

He spent less time with Risa : 

He fele slowed down and exhausred at the office as usual, The 
fiction was immense. It was like stepping on the accelerator wich the 
hhandbrakes pulled. ; : 

‘Once the office was empey, hearing his fingers strike the keys made 
then wane ro see Risa, 

‘That feling, his own, fle heavy to him. 

Tewas scary 

1e was so attached to her. The anxiety and inchoate jealousy 
in relation to Risa Mizuno, all of the noise, was scary. 


Sometimes, like now, he missed her and wanted t0 see her so 
‘much. For some reason, that fact was painful. He wished he could kill 
the emotion, 

He wastit able to see her fora couple of weeks 

‘When he finally went coher place for the frst time ie a while, she 
asked out of the blue, “I was thinking abour buying a car. What do 
you think?” 

“You have your dtiver' license?” 

“Yeah, I got it when I was sill a scudene. 1 chought ic would be 
useful for job hunting” 

“Bur why do you want a car again? The maintenance cost is such 
pain” 

Back when Takaki was in college, he bought a car with the money 
he had earned at a part-time job. It was a used Sunuki Swift chae ran 
exceptionally well for is mileage 

He then took a solo trip around Japan, He never stayed at horels, 
choosing instead to spend many nights sleeping in his car. In the end, 
hhe didn't make enough to cover the parking lot and maintenance fees 
and had no choice bue to part with his car after juse over a yeas. 

“You know what, I'l drive you to work every morning” 

“All the way there? You don't have to, I mean, i's just «train side 
tomy offce—" 

“L want to," Risa interrupred, 

“This was someone who always thought before she spoke, and she 
had never sounded #0 serious. 

“If acall posible, I done wane you standing on a platform.” 

‘Takaki pretended not to have heard her not-so-subtle reason, “T 
cant let you do that I'm already so grateful that you cook for me, and 
| fel bad about being busy asic is. IF you drove me around on top of 
‘hat, you would be my mother oc something. I'ma litele hesitanc about 
it. Iewould be fine if were the one driving you to work” 

“Hey, its not about how you feel, is abou whac I want.” 


“Listen, if you want to buy a cat, that’s your choice. I just cant 
hhave you driving me around because [feel too bad about ie.” 

Risa glanced down to her lower right and bit her bottom lip. She 
hhad the habit of doing this when she had more to say but didnt know 
how. 

Takaki thought he did « good job of getting out of it. He fele 
relieved. 

“I mean, is there anything I can do for you, Risa? For my part, L 
cant think of anything that you don't already do. Actually, Vd really 
like iif you were more open about what you want me to do.” 

Rise looked at Takaki with a shocked expression, as if her heart 
had skipped a beat. 

She seemed more upset ac her own thoughts than his words. 

“Takaki,” she sald, “T havea favor co ask.” 
“What is ie” 

“"Byen just once would be enough: 
“Shor.” 

“Lwant you to say it.” 

“Say what?” 

He shouldn't have asked. 

“Say thar you love me.” 


‘Takaki wene home. Withour ven rurning on the lights, he opened hie 

lapcop and created a document in Microsoft Word. 
Te was wich 2 half-astonished expression that he watched the dit- 

play as his hands began ro type up a lester of resignation. ‘ 


le was peobably over. . 
Blaming their busy schedules, Takaki and Risa spent less time co- 


gether when they met 
Someching had died, 
He unconsciously avoided her. 
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Searting around October, they began to mcet less often, and the 
months went by. 

Hie stowed avay his summer clothes and took out his winter vest- 

“The season of skin-crampingly chilly nights had come atound. 

Takaki commuted co work wrapped tightly in his coat 

He tried not to think about how it was December 19th, Risds 
birthday. He avoided the calendar at all cost. He kept averting his 
hearts eyes to keep it from resurfacing in his mind, 

By the time Takai had finished work, taken the tain from Mie 
‘aka to Shinjuku, and lipped out of the station, the date had aleeady 


8 ago, he had completed the infarmous, infuriating proj- 
‘ect. However, he sill had 2 mouneain of tasks left. He had to meet 
with coworkers and bosses to transition his duties over to them and say 
his goodbyes. He coulda leave che offce until ic was this lat, 

Hehad already submitsed the letter of resignation from that nigh 

‘Aftera month oso of attending tothe tedious ask of leaning up 
afer himself, he would finally be free of that company. 

He didnit fel this way or char about it 

He just knew that he couldaie take it anymore 

Fatigue coiled around his body and weighed him down. He 
though abour eaking a caxi to his apartment in Nakano Sakaue. He 
s2ve up on the ides 0.2 seconds after seeing the dreadful queue at che 

‘The Marunouchi Line had already shut down for the night, 90 he 
decided to wale home. He didatt mind navigating che interstices of 
Shinjuiu's skyscrapers 

When he came out on the other side of the tunnel-like west exit, 
the dampness ofthe chilly night air enveloped him. 

‘The tees that separated the sidewalk from the street had been 
‘decorated with bluish-white lights 


Te was the season, Takaki dic ell ike Christmas festivities, 
Sil, he couldn’ deny thatthe stright line of tres, each adorned 
wich tiny grains of snow-lkelghe, looked stunning in perspective, He 
fel che fatigue tn his ches loosen up. 
Takaki walked with his hands in his pockes 
His leather shoes tapped against the stone ground. The sound 
seemed to reverbeeate across the desolate district of high rises chat was 
‘West Shinjuku ac night. 
Whea he approached the Sumitomo Building, 2 quiet buzzing 
came from his pocket. 
“Takaki stopped sil his nerves frayed by the vibration of his cel 
hone 
ve wok hs punt-chipped Willa phone in his gloved hand. A 
frosty wind blew. Icatacked his glove and chilled his hand, which had 
been warm and snug in his pocket only moments ago. 
He opened his flip phone. He checked his missed calls. 
Ris Mizuno 
“Takaki glanced up at the high rise before him. It looked like a 
rounded triangular column. 
He stared atthe sky above the building. 
Small, white specks were furcering down. 
Irhad searted snowing 
Twas a fine, delicate snow 
‘A single Bake, looking lik a speck of dust on Taka’ coat collar, 
inseaney vanished and seeped into the fabric. 
Tealmost seemed as though che councess spots of light behind the 
high-rise windows wer erating and dropping the substance 
“The phone continued its ow hum. ‘ 
He couldat answer Ris call, 
is fingers just wouldatt move. 
“Llove you, Risa” 
‘The words just wouldnt come out. 
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a 
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Lase night, she dreamed sbous the past 
‘Both he and Akt! were stil kids, 
{chad to be because ofthe letter she found yescerday. 


‘Akar seemed to be the only passenger on che Ryomo Line rain. Even 
‘when she sat straight up, she didnt see any heads sticking ou above 
the green booths. 


Te was always empry a this time of day 

‘Oueside che morning and evening rush hours, chere were hardly 
ver any passengers onboard, 

The tain was making its way to Oyama Station, slowiy 

(Or perhaps she only fle thar way duc to the passing landscapes 
leisurely pace. 

‘The paddies, packed with snow, subtly changed their orientations 
as they slid away. 

‘Akari had used the lin forall six years of her secondary schooling. 

Alchough she was surveying familiar sights rom a familiar tain, 
something fle diferent, no doubt because her feelings differed from 
back then 

Trying. lean back on the hard, immovable seat jusc made her 
posture needlesly proper. So shed cured to face the window. Her 
breath fogged wp the pas. 

‘This hal co be wha “ennui” fc ike. 

‘She sighed. When she rested her chin in her hand, her ings gem- 
stone pressed against her check. 

| feel fidgery Akar thought. 

Marriage was kind of strange. 

She fle fidgery and so did everyone else 

Her parents actually seemed more fustered than her. 

‘Akai ad visited her parears' home to gather her chings and wat 
‘on her way back t0 "Tokyo now that she was done. That was the sole 
reason for her ep, but her parents had insisted on secing er ofa the 
station as if it were a big dea A 

Te had been snowing on the platform in Iwafune. Icicles hun 
from the eaves ofthe sation building, and the surrounding fields were 
dyed white. 

‘Shed cold her aging parents that they dict have o, bu they came 
anyway. They even went through the unmanned ticker gates to bid hee 
farewell on the platform. 
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Akari had lived in Tokyo by herself for nearly ten yeas. 

‘She was simply going back there, but her parents didnt see it that 
way. 

“We wish you could stay until New Year's” her mother lamenced 

“Me too...bue theres stil a lt left ro do 

“Right. Cooke something tasty for him too, okay?” her father sai. 

“will” 

“Call us if you need anything” her mother said 

“Got it” Akari answered with a wry smile. 

“The wind caried off exch whice puff of breath. 

‘Around them, a snowy landscape 

Tewas like a scene our of a drama. 

‘The similarity to cheesy TV made hee want co giggle out of embar- 
rassment, but she was touched nonetheless. 

“Weill be seeing each other at my wedding in just & month, so 
could you stop worrying? Please, head back home and stay out of the 
cold,” Akari begged with 2 grimace, but her voice might have been 
shaking a bit 

‘The train car's oscillations gave her a gentle shove. 

Her left ring finger. 

Te scl flea bie traige. She hadn't gocten used to wearing a band 
om her lft ring finger. 

‘They say the finger is connected to the heart, and i di feel that 
my. 

‘So Tn geting married. 

“The face had yee o sink in 

Living with him and being added co the family eegister was stil a 
hazy notion, a prospect. Nor so for the wedding preparations—they 
Were an imminent, stressful realty. 

Maybe she was trying e escape from it 

‘What kepe coming back to her in that empey car were the eatly 
‘rains, nearly devoid of passengers, that she took o her middle school 
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for morning basketball practice. 

(Often, in a booth she had al wo herself, she'd place her stationery 
fom her knees and write a leer 

‘She recalled her dream from last nigh. 

Tn i, the street from the station gleamed white with snow under 
lonesome sueedamps. 

Tewasa dream about a boy and a gil under thar light leaving a pair 
of tracks on the cold, white, empry road and teking into the dak. 

Both of them were stil kids 

Te-was 2 dream about the two wanting to become grownups soon, 
not being able ro, and being painflly aware of 

Tchad to be because of the letter she found yesterday 

Her firs love lett. 

‘The only one she ever wrote inher life, ye ended up keeping 

She found ic tucked away in she back of her close in an emp: 
ty cookie cn, along with the fancy stationery she used to write om, 
cassecte tapes of her favorites songs, a graduation essay collection she 
didnt even wane to look ar. The leter was ina pink envelope, The eal 
hhad never been broken, 

In che end, Akari opened it and read the whole thing, It was only 
ace hesitating for some time. 

Her old bedroom, Under its uorescent light, dim from years of 
suse, she could only close her eyes once she had finished. 

‘Almost sweet, almost ticklish—Akane's heare trembled, and she 
was wrapped ia it 

A few scenes came back to her: leaning against each othe 
reading the same book, running down the shrine path, and so on 

“The tan he took, that last day. She was riding the sume in in the 
opposite direction. 

“The tain seemed to be taking its time buc was sctully speeding 
rowards ies destination, 

‘Alicde of how shel fle back then revive ia hr. 
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rom berween a breakin the cous, light shone through the win- 
dow. 

Light fll on Akar’ face. 

Te-was bright, 

She shut her eyes, 

Surely, che mountain ridge was gleaming white inthe ight 

She could have sworn that there was a gentle breeze. 

Ab. 


She ler out a deep sigh 
‘This is what your heart overflowing with emotion fel lie. 
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‘After quitcing his job, Takaki spent the days doing nothing, 

He slepr over ten hours. day and sil fle drowsy, his head awfully 

He would wake up, lean against che wall, sit with his legs sticking 
straight out, and remain in that position, Turning on neither the lights 
for any music 

He only went outside to buy random things ro eat. It might beat 
mmidaighe, or at dawn. Hé completely abandoned « proper dally cycle 
and lived instead like a wounded animal ying sill n ies den. 

Appasenty, he was more exhausted than held thought. 

‘Takaki continued like this for about a monch. 

‘Then, at last he was able ro want to smoke again. Held gone 
Whole month without a cigarette and not even noticed. 

His fatigue wasnt gone, but he could move somewhat. 

‘He went out tothe veranda and lita cigarette witha lighter. 

How srange, he hough. Filing my body with smoke clears my ead. 

‘The cold February air pricked his skin, but he didnt have the en- 
cexgy to go back in and pur on extra layers. 

His fingereips huet. 


The hand holding the cigarece wa shaking 

Takaki Jooked up. 

He could see Shinjult’s high-rises not too fir in che distance. 

Numerous square towers rose ro varied levels amidst a sprawling 
gray metropolis of low-crouching buildings. 

Like cedars standing straight on a grassy field 

AAs if on a fase-forwarded video, clouds were pulling cowards him. 

“Time suddenly seemed to be flowing again. 

He must have hoped that sime would grind to a hale while he was 
curled up in hie room. 

‘Maybe i balanced out the yeas he spent on fis forward, 

From now on, he wasnt going anywhere, Nothing would happen. 
How relieved held be if Earch cur ou its rotating and revolving, 

‘But...he supposed that was a cll order 

No matter how much he ran in circles a¢ stood stil, a month was 
2 month, 2 second a second. 

‘What a depressing conclusion... 

His own thoughts made Takaki sigh, 

‘Actually way back when, didn’ I with time would pass more quickly 
10 Ud become an adult right assay? Didnt I with all my heart? 

When was that, and why did I fel that way? 

le was at that moment thac “the dream” came back to him, 

He wasnt sure if fe was thar morning, oF some time ago, but he 
did have the dress, 

Ie always faded from his memory upon waking, bue out of the 
blue, hed remembered, A dream he used to have when he was a kid. 
Ah, es. Tahes me back S 
Jusethea—he received a message on his cell phone. 


Even without opening the message, he fle he knew who it was from 
and wha i sid, 
Pressing chat button was going to rake some courage. 
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“Takaki wene back In froen the veranda, 

‘His cell phone was Aashing orange on the law sabe. 

He was relly nervous. He hadn't checked his emails ina while. He 
simply hadn't wanted to interac with anyone. 

‘Tabak just stood thee staring a his phone, asi hat might pause 
his time and annul everything. 

But the light on his mobile kept blinking in his dark room. Re 
[endlessly a ito remind him ehae time was wasting 

He picked ie up. 

He pressed the button. 

‘The words jumped out at him. 

Fora moment his mind seemed unwilling to recognize therm, 

Hello, Takaki 

So the words ssi, 

Helle, Takaki, 

Hs been a while 

How have you been? 

Tee been going back and forts about it for a while now but therés 
something I just have tay 


"Somerimes ir Fels like"your eyes look right through me, the view 
from the window the food on che table, and out at something form 
Jess lke st a concept or idea. That’ all that I know. When you 
looking through things cfs as if you're ying ro make yourself fade 
sevay and disappent” 

Hee message was very, very long, 

He scrolled dow line byline. 

When be finshed reading and glanced up from his phone it fle 
28 fal ofthe color had fed from everything insighe. 

He had known ‘this moment” would come but was hoping he 
could delay ic jus lite while more. 

Suddenly every object in his room that made up his daly life 


seemed coated in a layer of dust. 
Even his wrinkled bedshees, the toothbrush in is bathroom, and 
the history on his cll phone. 
Everything announced that she was gone. 


He straightened the collar of his overcoat, put on his boots, and lefe 
his aparement. 

‘The meallc blast of the closing steel door resounded in his eas. 

When he curned the key, the cold click of the lock clawed at his 
chest. 

He pushed the button and waited for the elevator 

‘The rising numbers on the display fel urgent and opprestve. 

‘When the thick, automatic double doors opened to reveal an 
cempry box, he almost felt wounded, 

Barely able ro stand during his shor: rde tothe fist oor lobby; he 
leaned, or rather collapsed agsinst the wall 

‘The motors hum annoyed him. 

‘There was a metallic sound, 

His keys had sipped our of his hand. 

He looked at the Boor. 

His ley holder had filles 

He couldnt pick ie up. 

‘Three keys were attached to it 

‘The key co his apartment, the key to his bicyle, and. 

He wanted to direct his eyes elsewhere 

He inhaled. 

He slowly bene down and picked up his key holder. 

Even that small at required great willpower 

He lft his apartment building and came to Ome Highway. 

[He ied his hardest nor to slouch ae he strolled in the heare of 
town. Iewas busy with passing vehicles, 

‘The chilly air penetrating his coat wouldn' stop whispering co him 
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ina language he didn't understand, 

Allof the muscles in his body were cooling. They fle heavy, as if 
they were feezing solid, 

He walked by the fence ofa vacant lot 

Two yellow cranes hunched over in thelr parking spots. 

Pechaps the lot would become a new building, 

Red and white headlights. Passing strangers. Lit signs, Noise. 

While Takaki burned with such agony, the townscape threw him 
an indifferenc look as it went abou it daly if 

His heart smarted as if chat apathy were filing ic down, 

He hated how everything around him looked back at hien wil 
blank expression, 

Sure, it was just reBecting his own, 

Tewould be such a lifsaverifsomeone asked him what was wrong 
right about now. 

Juse as she had approached him out of the blue on the platform 
long ago. 

“Isai iove you," Risa, che woman he'd dated for three year, wrote 
In her email. “But in spice of the thousand messages we've sent each 
‘other, our hearts only grew closer by an inch.” 

‘Shes righ, Takai hough. And is my fale 

Nonetheless it was the only pach he could have chosen. The only 
‘way ic could have tured our. As a person he juse wast designed to 
steer with ease, He could only go straight, Hel chosen to live in this 
‘manacs, in chis town, The world was the world, scenery was scenery, 
and he was himself. Didnt he decide one day to go ahead on his own 
and never get too involved? 

Reflecting off the frame of 2 bicycle parked by che road, the low 
light oF evening leap into his eyes. 

He could feel his brow crease. 

He averted his eyes 


“The slanting ray shone on just the top half of partnen buildings. 
A blue sign that gave directions hung above a main rad. 

Lic up by the sting sun, twas illegible. 

Where was he headed anyway? 


1s just lke you sid, Risa 

The closer you came, the more I distanced myself 

But if that true, why should geting your farewell mage make me 
elo terrible? 
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‘She was still chinking about lase night's dream, 
Set in those bygone days 
In ic, che ewo of chem were sell chirteen— 


Ala gor off che aging train cat, green and orange, at Oyama Station. 
She rook an underground passage, and when she arcived at the plat- 
form for Ueno, tiny snowdlakes were uttering down from the sk. 

‘The snow likely wouldnt stick, She checked the display, bue ie 

ide look like there were going to be any suspensions in sevice. 

Whar perfec ming, Akaci thought. 

She coulda’ help remembering various things. 

‘Thar day, to, i had snowed, 

A snowstorm, 

‘The uains had stopped. ‘ 

Thac day, fourteen years ago, Takaki had stood on the very sarne 
placform, buffeted by a wintry corm, 

‘He must have glanced up at the same display 2 hundred dimes 

Uncil that day, Akar hadet known thar trains sometimes stopped 
running when it snowed, 
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He masc have been under the same imprestion 

She looked atthe sky, clouded whit. Thea she watched the specs 
‘snow tumbling down one fier another fll rapidly. 

Having grown up in Tochigi, she was used to the sight, bc itwas 
sil oddly unseclng and made he antous. 

He must have fel the same way 

Alar ried to leap across time and picture che sation a5 i had 
been fourteen year 330. 

bboy stood sill with snonlakes clinging co his dul coae 

She couldat recall is face clearly anymore 

Yecsomchow hs ais, breath, and mood, recovered from her heart, 
played on the screen of her conscious mind. 

‘Ata gay tation where che tains werent running, a thirteen-year 
ld boy stubbornly clenched his fs inthe face of aniery and panic 

Hed endured all of thac biter pain just co meet thirteen-yearold 
lati Shinohara 

Like a gemstone. 

How beau 

‘When he finaly arrived at midnight, after countess stoppages on 
‘single tac, the area around fwafune Station was buried in white. 

The wo of them walked under the sparse streedamps, 

Beyond the sation fron spread fields covered in sow — 

Scattered howse lights gleaming only inthe distance— 

If daey ever looked back, thie footprints were the only mats in 
the chick new snow. 

While che real Akari was immersed in her past on the Oyama 
placform, a sive train pulled in, 

She readjusted the bag on her shoulder. 

On that night when they were both thieee, just forthe two of 
them, the Butering snow had been cherry peal. 


And 0, be and I belived. 


‘The rain lowly decelerated. 
‘A sec of doors stopped right infront of Akari. 


—withous a speck of doubt. 
“The auromatic doors opened. 


—thas we swonld see the cherry blooms together again someday. 


Right then Akari could almost see « young boy in a navy duffle coat 
rushing out ofthe tain and onto the platform. 
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Takaki realized that it had goen dare while he aimlessly wandered 
the seers 

Hie had no specific destination in mind, he was just walking. He 
had somehow made his way to Shinjuku proper and figured he hadnt 
lefc the town. He could tel by his surroundings, 

Passing by other pedesttians now and then, he kepe pressing for 
ward in a mixed-occupancy area that wasnt quite downtown or busi- 
ness dstrce. 

“The faint light from a convenience store spilled onto the streeeson 
his left. Without thinking too deeply, he entered. E 

If you roamed around at night, a convenience store sucked you ja 
sooner or later, Ie was like a ight crap. 

In college, students gathered in the cafecerta when they.had noth 
ing to do, and maybe convenience stores were the labor force’ lunch- 
rooms. You could get something to eat and even skim through some 
magazines forthe time being 

“Takaki was drawn to the magazine section along the window. 
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Hie picked outa copy of Science Magazine and flipped through i. 
He did't want to read it in particular, he just wasn’ incerested in any 
of the other ones, He was simply eying to distract himself 

He restlesly eumed the colored pages 

His hand stopped 


The universe jumped out at him. 

‘More accurately, it was a phoro of outer space. 

Tiny stars were scattered acros a black sky. On the right side of 
the centerfold floated a spacecraft with a giant parabolic antenna, It 
appeared ro be floating, bur che thing was probably hurding at a cos- 
mic speed 

“The headline declared that the ELISH Space Probe was aking its 
fis step beyond the solar system, 

Takaki read the article. The Japanese space probe ELISH, launched 
in. 1999, had achieved a final swing-by around Nepeune and embarked 
‘on its eternal journey to the end of the universe. Just 25 you mighe 
hook your hand on a corner and curn wich chat cenriugal force, 
“swing-by” took advancage of a celestial bodys gravitational pull ro 
fling a vesel deeper into space. 

‘After its final swing-byaround Neptune, ELISH would rely solely 
on inertia to continue ies endless fight away from the solar system 
As long as its atomic batery kept working, for approximately ewenty 
years ELISH would continue to transmit data to Earth. The probe 
‘wouldn't be returning to the solar system afterwards. To see just how 
much distance it might put berween iself and its place of birth—re- 
ally, for no other texson—ELISH would be advancing straight into 
liceral emptiness, forever 

“Takaki casually recurned tothe spread and ies CGI image of space 

Which i 0 sy. 

1 rarely met even a single hydrogen arom. 

Chills suddenly shoe up is spine 


‘Once they subsided, he realized what had browghe them on, 

“Him, 

Thar guy. 

‘The orange light chat dimbed the sky on the island 

The rocket Takak! and Kanae gazed up at 

In 1999. 

So ic had gocten that far? 

Te eas all coming back to Taka 

Twilight... The at fele diferent. As if there had been a blackout 
[Hed felt something and turned cowards it. The ascending light. The 
column of smoke. The delayed vibeations... 

“Thae time. Held fel himself change, 

No. 

He simply accepted what he was to become. 

Held forge into the unknown with his eyes shut 

He learned that about himself 

Tala understood it was ll he could do, after witnessing him. 

“I see 

He had gone that far, over eight year? 

Right now, Takald was ara stands 

Probably for the firs rime since seing the rocket at Tunegashima 
thae day, held stopped moving. 

‘And he fee guile... 

‘Thar space probe—that rocket pushed forward wichout a mo- 
iment’ hesitation and was already past Neptune : 

He, the rocket, not even given a final destination, was following, 
an order co "go as Far as you can wherever that may be” and continuing. 
his uniform linear motion. 

He was only 2 machine, yet Takaki trembled at his strength, 

Held end up somewhere. Though Taki dda know where, sure- 
|y ic was someplace worth going, 

Jusc the way he spent eight years reaching Neprune—he would 
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arrive at an unknown place over an eternity. 
While Takai just stood here 
No, that not rue 
‘Ac thar moment, it hit him, 


Able 
The gence feeling in the pit of his stomach spread to his whole 
body. 
{wasnt chat be ended up in this place. 
Hie had arsed here 
‘This wasnt who he wanted ro be. But he was here 
This wasn't where he wanted to find himself But held arrived here. 
So this was Nepeune, 


=I finally got this fer 

Tewasnte where he was trying to go. 

Bur he had walked all the way here on his own two fet. 

‘The debt and deficic weighing on him begun to fade. Untangling 
from his shoulders and fect, ie recreated, 

He returned the magazine to its rick 

He took a step back, then headed toward the ext. 

He thought aboue “the dream” he'd miraculously reinembered 
thar morning. 

He had dreamed, 

About the past. 

About his pas self, 


In ts the 0 of us were ll hirteen 


‘Takaki walked. 
He could fel his steps on the white floor. 


Jn the dreams spread fields covered in snow. 
— our foorprins the only marks inthe thick new mow 


Now, every time Takaki took a step forward, he fel plessant one g 
In those days 
He had wanted to grow tales ight away. To reach higher, right 


Held wanted ro be strong for cel 

‘The boy in his dream—his past self—sincerely wished for those 
things 

‘Thac serength was now here. 

He was the person he once longed to be. 

‘Once, when just for the ewo of them, the fuctecng snow had been 


cherty petal. 
She and I believed, without a speck of doubt. 
‘Takaki grasped distances much beter than he used to— 

‘And he could pick up and handle many more thing 

Even ifhis one desire from back chen was no longer within reach, 
—that we would see the cherry blssoms together atin someday 
‘That day, he'd wanted to become bigger and strongee. 

‘And now ic was all here. In hiss 


He faced the doot o the ourside world. 
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‘The automatic doors opened. 
Akari stepped onto the train to Talo, 


‘The automatic doors opened. 
‘Takaki sepped Inco che raging winds of Febeuary. 
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T'm always searching for you, 
In my dreams and ar the crosswalk 
Even though I know you're not th 


Ifa miracle were to occur, 
Td want to show you now, 

This new morning, who I'll be from now on, 
And the words “I love you" chat I couldatt say, 


“One more time, One more chance" 
—lyrics by Massyoshi Yamazale 
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Tala Tohno surveyed Shinjuku, the rown where he lived, a8 if he 
‘were sing it for the very fst time. He Billed his lungs with che cold 
air, He swetched his neck. He cealized hel been banging his head 
when he walked. 

He breathed in 

The white pul of breath floated away 

He wat here. 

He walked. 

“The colors of the landscape few into his consciousness and then 
out agaia. They lee something ia him, 

Iewas sill snowing. He wanted it to snow a whole lor more 


Takalei evaded the oncoming scream of people as he walked 
through the busy nighe serces. 

“The radiance and commotion of downtown. 

“The smell and presence of human beings. 

Neon signs. 

The clear outline ofthe high-rise buildings. 

The blurred light of the caf signals, 


Various faces coming and going. 

An assoroment of outfits 

Iluminaced signs. Wind. Roadside tees Fallen leaves. 

“The fallen leaves from the soadside tees evirled in the wind as if 
they were taking dance steps and brushed against the electronic bill 
boards before falling tothe ground. 

‘Takakis optic nerves registered everything as light. That light was 


building something in his hear. 

He crossed the crosswall 

He stopped in the middle ofthe road. 

He glanced up atthe snowy sky reflecting the city lights 

‘The endless snow looked a if ic was radiating from 3 single point 
in the shy. 

He watched a bird fly across the night sky. 

‘The pattern of che pavement on the sidewalk. 

“The guardeal 

He approached a construction site. 

‘The shadow of the mobile cranes, huddled together on an untfiné. 
lished building. 

The station's woen staircase 

‘The automate ticker gates 

He peered down ac the road from the platform, 

“Tillghes created a river of illumination, 

He serurned to his apartment. 

He leape ineo bed and fell neo a deep seep, 


And he had « dream, 

‘About his younger days His childhood. His mile school years 
Evens fom high school played lack on his mental sree. 

His memory of running through the trees in Nagano ceded to a 
‘memory of pasing through 2 city shine. While those sensations sil 
lingered inside him, he fle hse speeding uphill on his bicycle in 
Tancgashima 

He remembered sever! frends whold lef deep impressions on 
him. He remembered each ofthe few gle whold reached out ro touch 
his hear. 

“The memory of Kanac' soft arms and lean shoulders floated into 
his mind 

He recalled the day he lef for Tl, 

‘When Takakl arrived at Tanegashima Aitpore with a heavy bag 
hanging off his shoulder, Kanae was there to see him of 

‘Without saying anything of much importance, he werd a casual 
“all eight, chen” and wene dhrough the gates 

That fel as bier at chewing metal 

He remembered the cold-bearted, noble beauy he met at his pat 
time job a a cram school instractor, 

He wished be could meer her one more time 

Ris simple gestures and kind voce. 

“The tickle he got in the back of his choac whenever he heard her 
vice revived in im, 

Immersed ina warm darknes, he rok: his ime svoting the cose 
curren of memories, 

Hie woke up, 

He went down the stars and ou of hit apartment building. 

He took inthe morning at. 

He scared wandering around, 

Even after 2 good nights sleep che images of reality thc flew into 
his ees were intoxicating. 
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‘Dawns rays shone on each tidy structure in a residential istic, 

“The sun rose over a fenced-of uphill road 

A gente light filtered into a modest pat 

He fee the world chough his skin. 

‘The world of memorics in him blended and became one with the 
world that was here now, 

Various memories 

He crossed a big old stone bridge. The citys memories were older 
than Takaki knew, He stopped in the middle ofthe bridge and peered 
down a the sv. 

‘The wacer shimmered with ight 

Hr suddenly remembered thes, 

How the landscape abruptly broke off on his ight to reveal a vast 
set as he rode hs Cub home on the national highway 

He wene under an overpass. 

He saw a bicycle with a basket leaning against a concrete wal 
Beyond i, thin clouds hung in bright, spacious sy. 

‘A trafic sign cata bent shadow over the curb. 

A high-school gil, carrying a sports bag on her shoulder, hutied 
dow the street 

‘A patch of clear weather spread across the city sky. 

Sunlight reflected ofthe edges of the river lowing through the city 

He eneered a station-front bakery that opened early in the morn- 
Ing and drank coe in is café 

He sat by a big window where he had a view ofthe street ouside 
For hours, he gently gazed at the flow of people going to school and? 
to work 


‘When he seepped out of the cafe, the winter air had become soficr” 


and moze pleasant 
He randomly fel the urge ro passthrough the terrace at Shinjulr 
Station’s southern exit. 
(Climbing the small staircase up from Shinjuku Station, he arived 
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ata spacious promenade that gleamed white inthe sunlight, 

Hie stopped in the middle 

‘The promenade was wide enough fora few traffic lanes if it were 
‘meant for cars, and a smattering of people passed him from the back 
and the front. 

Others sat idly on the rims of flowerbeds and were enjoying the 
bicer. 

Gradually veeting to the left, Takald leaned against che handrail 
thac ran along the path. 

‘When he iooked down fiom the edge of the raised southern ter- 
face, be saw the JR Line. Ic was just like peering down ata river from 
1 bridge, 

He gazed ar the trains Rowing in and our. 

The wind blew. 

‘The sky was afresh, light blue 

Low in the corner, the Docomo Tower, reminiscent of a medieval 
clock towes, poked its head our a bie hazy 

‘A.whice peal, from what Bower Takaki coulda ell, came dancing 
in the wind from somewhere and tried to fle past his eyes, 

He reached out, 

‘The pera obedienely settled into his hand. 

Takaki held ie sofly, dearly, carefl not co crush i. 

He recalled catching a cherry peal ke that in the spring as a high 
schooler. 

Cherry blossoms bloomed even on Tanegashima 

‘The warm island air came back to life in him. 

Hee remembered gezing up into the massive shy 

Tanegashimat refreshing blue summer sky. 

Thae deep blue had once rugged at his heartstrings. 

Even now he felt as ithe could smell the gras. 

His heare flew co 2 fuint-gren hill 

‘The swaying grass 


‘The smell of soll carrying on the breeze 
The cent ofthe tide 
Far below the hill a bluish-black sea 
“The whicecaps, 
‘The sun, white too and strong, warmed his body. 
Dazaling, 
Hoe 
Enough co melt his consciousness. 
His mind spun. 
Sarrounded by the world. 
Enveloped. 
dled, 
“The fying birds 
The lovely, nameless wildowers 
“The winged insects thac hopped from one flower to the next. 
He peered down at the wide Tanegashima plains from the 
“The dark green ofthe forested mountains. The gence green ofthe 
sugarcane fields, The fresh leaves of Tanegashima sweet poratoes in 
orderly lines. The red sol. The blue sky. Bright, fraying clouds. The 
swaying windbreaks. 
The lighe was ho 
The wind was hot, 
The curoing windsnil 
That landscape came rushing beck to him from the farthest reach- 
es of his memory. 
He fle like crying, 
The island had been so beaut : 
Why hadnt he ever noticed? 
So prey 
So presyy 
Ithad seemed obvious, but he had never really noticed. 
He had been blessed 
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He looked back, 
He looked up. 

“The world spun, 

Everything spun, like « nebula, and gathered to Takaki 
He was atthe center of the universe 
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“They were marsed at che end of wines, and now fewas cherry blossom 

Their ew life was picture-perfect even from Akasts own perspec 
tie. 

They'd moved into an apartment in Kichijji. le was fly old and 
‘cramped, but also quite cozy. Ie small sie gave home and resident 
chance to grow coe. 

“rue, her husband often grimaced when he thought about their 
loan payments 

‘Akai continued to work despite her matiage. She mw no reason 
to quit jb hat she loved 

“I want to heat you batk, ‘Which is more important, me or your 
job? she joked. He laughed hearty and said be looked forward to 
asking that. OF course, Akari had no intention of ever making him 
say something so sad and tedious. He wouldnt, eicher, which was why 
they could laugh about 

That made hee happy. 

Since hee husband was awfl at cooking and doing laundey, Akatt 
had no choice bu ro handle those choces, le was certainly capable of 

burns on & washing machine but was a lse cause when i 
came to flding clothe. 

Yer he always made sure to ion his own shits. Whavs more, he 
was prety good a it I seemed 10 be one of chose things that some 


Buys were picky about, Alc didate quite get i. 

‘Her husband took care of all cleaning and dishwashing duties to 
balance things out, Apparently those cwo activities suited his nature 
and didnit bother him at all. A godsend for Akari 

eam make dinner without worrying about the didhex. This i heaven! 

Be that as it may, when the ime was right, she was going to teach 
him how to fold clothes at lease. Ie wouldn't hurt if he also learned how 
to make simple side dishes and rice porridge, 

Te-was 2 Saturday and Akati had the day of from work. 

Her husband had left in the morning thanks roa business matter 
that required some extra attention. He was having to work over the 
weekend during their honeymoon period, but he just loved his job, 
and he'd walked ou the door in high spies 

‘Akati fle quite cheery, too, as she hung the Iuundry out on the 
veranda to d 

‘The weather was lovely 

‘Theis home was sparkling clean thanks to her husband's diigent 
efforts the day before, so she was in 2 particularly good mood, 

‘kari was enjoying her life, both at work and at home. 

Te-was alo fulfilling, 

Hm 

Wait 

Juse then, a notion seemed to sprout in her chest. Something 
nagged at hex. 

Te-was as if she'd forgotcen an important promise 

Maybe shed borrowed an item that was important to someone 
and wasnt cemembering 

Standing vacantly on her veranda, she ended up looking our at 
the scenery . 

‘Some small :hing danced before her eyes. 

Te was a cherry petal, uttering by from somewhere. She tried to 
‘arch it buc was too slow, Ic neatly slipped out of her hand, 
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Perhaps it was the petal that enticed her 
She fel like going to see the cherry blossoms. 
She scarred heading to Yoyogi Park. 


Takaki started a new job, 

‘Thac being said, programming was his only meal ticket. Held fo 
caused on that one skill ara working member of society. He knew he 
‘ould make i just bout exywhere in chat fed, though. 

He asked some industry acquaintances from his time at the comt- 
pany if they could send along any odd jobs that be coud do on his 
‘own now thar he'd quit, Despite che recession and Takall’s low expec 
tations, they had afew projects for him right away. 

At a meeting, one of them bluntiy told Takei, "You've got the 
skills, though I don't know about your personalicy” They both had 
4 good laugh over that. When 2 diferent acquaintance made a dtect 
offer to try to recruit him, Takaki felt he had no choice bucto politely 
decline 

He moved to a 2K aparcment in Shibuya. 

He purchased a high-end Apple machine and the parts to build 
himselfa Windows PC and brought in a wide desk and an Acr 
to turn one of his rooms inco an office. He putin an order for his busi 
ness cards and started working esa freelance progremmer. 

His new lifestyle wheze he worked at his own pace, chose his jobs, 
and just kept an eye on his deadlines was comfortable. 

Sometimes he received sudden spec changes, and having to com: 
ply fel absurd, but he learned to take it in stride and noe let ie bother 
him coo much (chough ic did sometimes get to him). 

He sec his own break times. He worked through the night when 
he Fle like it 

Held been liberated. Gravity no longer grew stronger, or weaker. 
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Due to some whim that even Takaki couldat comprehend, he ac- 
tually stared using his kitchen. He prepared three meals for himself 
every day. So he could, if he tied! He replaced his old reftgerstor 
because he needed a bigger freeze. 

He bought bookshelves and a storage rack and organized his room. 
Previously, he never wanted to waste his time on things like that. 

"Takaki ran a check on his 24-inch screen, removed his hands from 
the keyboard, and stretched back in his chai, 

He had worked chrough the night, and it was ten in che morning. 

The delicate aroma of spring drifed into his coom from the open 
window. 

‘The curtains swayed 

Asif whisked away by che warm spring wind, Takald stepped out 
side, 


Now thar she thought about ir, char nagging feeling predated her wed- 
ding. She'd assumed it was jus che marriage blucs. 

Bac was ic something else? 

Somewhere deep down, did she regret getting married? 

‘Akane burst out laughing. Né 

She transferred from the Inokshira Line to the Odaleyu a Shimo- 
itazawa and got off at Yoyogi-Uehara. She would walle from ther, 

She was shocked thar simply gercing married could make her feel 
40 Fulfilled. 

Hee quick steps made clacking sounds, 

Her skin faintly warm in the radiant sunshine, she thought she 
might doze off even as she walked. " 

‘She came to 2 crossing chat looked charming enough to serve as 
a location for 2 movie or'TV drama. It was incredibly wide sideways, 

Houses fined the tracks, and potted plans filled gardens that were 
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‘00 smal tobe called such. They shone a beauelfl bright green in the 
spring san. 

Yoyogi Park’s lucurious greenery was visible on the other side of 
the crossing. 

AA great cherry tree stood right beside the crossing signal 

Nota single leaf had sprouted yer, 

Te was in fll bloom, 

“The tall branches were dyed 2 soft, ighe pink. The petals gently 
reflected che sunlight, making the tree glow like a big sanding lamp. 

Petals fell ftom the blossoms and, rossed by che wind, danced over 
the tacks and crossing 

‘Akar entered ic amidst che Burteting pecale 

When she had gone about 2 third ofthe way, che warning started 
to sound. From the looks of ir, che gate would come down shortly after 
she was done crossing. She didet need to hasten her pace 

Tewas a tuly picturesque scene, 

1 looks just like snow, Aleati thought. 

“The warm air felt nie. She fet so relaxed her heart could melt. She 
spaced out alice 


Then Akati passed someone. 
° 


People tend to chink tha I've goc my head in the clouds, but my emo- 
tions are actually prety extreme. Its obvious if Vi being serious o¢ 
‘not. When I'm thinking about che person I like, or when he is in frome 
cof me, I space out so badly thar [almost lose my mind. Contemplating 
all sores of chings and withing in paia, anguish, anges I log in the 
comer of my heatt a lo of suf thas I could never say while I'm sober. 
Buc I'm different when I cool dow. I calmly deal wich my work and. 
daily life in all cheir detail. There's part of me chat handles chings in 
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4 compote and reitic manner. My hots and cols areas Gece asa 
desert would be perfectly normal i could js balanee them out 

My own power surprises me when ny switch ion. 1 find myself 
fling in love with such pasion. Sometimes I wonder where all hat 
ipa coop 0 onlag om 

Right 

ler relly importa, and the key living, The reason Tve man 

‘Actually looking at someone. Being loked atin rerun. Tying to 
exter each others eat. Tyng o understand someoae Yering 9 
be understood 

Long age 43 cern moment oe day I dicovred hat wonder 
Fil exprience 

Life anal! sunshine and rainbows Sornsime like vomiting 
blood. The pain sem out to wring all che ids fom your bod 
Bur even in those tying mes, I always fle protec. Even when 1 
was biel bemayed by someone Had erste even when {was hic 
such wore even when things goto complicated in high school that 
Thad wo hide oo lone at anche, 

1 was proceed. I kepe receiving that power. In a comer of my 
hear, whe things go ely tough, T could abmays sense am endl 
ly benevolent, mysteroue presence carping half any burdens on it 
thosldes 

“That presence in fic wat mays with me Isayed close beside me 
Behind the mailbox whea I quickly glanced atin the bacelley win 
dow. and on the Fcng platform —i was vas wherever my het was 

‘Which s why I na olay ; 

T neve fl lonely. 


‘The instant Takaki passed che woman in the middle ofthe crossing, a 
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momentous and fatal realization came upon him, 

He understood everything. Thar overwhelming recognition hit 
‘Talat like a ton of bricks. And yet he couldnt reproduce his under: 
standing on a conscious level. He ad obtained all ofthe answers but 
‘couldait pur ther into words. 

Emotions and memories that he had never been able to organize, 
the chaos he caried ia himself langed loudly, eassembled, detached, 
transformed, and fell into place. 

The phancasinal horizon over which a binary star ascended in 
‘Talal contracted, to 2 single point like o many grains of sand, and 
shactered. The sparkling powder dispersed, and ened into snowy, and 
gathered on a window frame. A helted train. A dark, snowy landscape 
‘Time frozen. Time and space, fozen, extended into another dimen: 
sion. A rocket curned into building, the building converted into lines 
oF code, and the lines of code crystallized. All of his emotions con- 
densed into transparent exystal— 

“Which shattered to pieces. 

Being sho: in the head without seeing ic coming must feel che 

Cherry petals ewitled, 

Like they were the fragments oF his burse emotions. 

Confusion, 

Some bafling force coerced him. 

“Takale just kept on walking 

‘The warning sill sounded. 

—Ifhe turned around, surely she would too. 

He was past the crossing nowt. The gate descended behind him. He 
stopped walking, 

—He was sure of it 

He narned around. 

“The woman, faced away feom him, slowly started to turn, 

‘Atlas, her profile 


Just then an Odakyu train carse hurtling in from che let with an 
car-spliting noise. Rushing by ara ferocious speed, i blocked Takakis 
view. Silver cars marked with blue stripes kept fowing over the racks 
like a river and kepr separating im fram the passerby like a wal, 

The tain was vey, very long 

On the other sd, a woman 

The train was taking forever. 

Ie-as like a blaring wall of sound, He couldatt hear a thing. 

Soon. 


Te would soon pass. 
‘The moment he thought ie was gone, another train came speeding 
Jn from che tight to obstruct his view. 
He couldat see. 
He couldnt se her, 
The wind from the speeding rain buffeted him. 
He pur one foot behind him and entered into a slight crouch 


Withour thinking. 

Abs if this were a fiw months ago, [might have dashed inte the eros 
ing and gorten mpl hilled 

The second ttain pasted, lesving behind an echo and faint afer: 
Image. 

‘The crossing signal stopped sounding, 

“The gate began to tise 

‘The thick spring air, the sunis gold-tinced rays—petals gently 
dancing over the trace. * 


‘The pink presence of the cherry tree beside the crossing signal. 


Pecals were swept up by the wind. 
Oddly enough, 2 smile appeared on his face. 

Why did he fee so fulfilled when she hadn't cued around? 
He asked her a question in his mind, 
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Wat in the world did you just give me? 

While he had only glimpsed her profile, he could tll chat she was 
precy 

‘There was something about ber. Yes, an aura of happiness, the 
fulillorene chat she fel, seemed ro rush over him like a wave 

Good. 

Good vibes 

‘ewas great seeing someone who seemed happy Ir somehow made 

generous too. He wanted to pats alon 
Te was funny, how strong he fle. 
[He had this sense that he could ackde somethi 
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‘Takaki cured away from the crossing and starced walking 
“The warm air fle nice. He fle so relaxed his heart could mele 
Now, whac might he do? 

Nothing war beyond him. 

Maybe he should ey calling someone, 

Who? 

Anyone, realy, 

As long as he knew their number, he could connect to them. He 
could ealk ro anyone. 

Hie had forgotten his cell at home. 

‘Was there a phone booth around here? 

Hed take a litle look around. 

Right 

He could go anywhere 


Takaki stepped forch— 
And turned a comer, 


Dear Takaki, 


How have you been? 

We never thought there would be « snowstorm on the day we 
promised to meet, did wet The trains seem to be delayed. Which is 
why I decided eo write chis while T wait for you. 

“There's a stove infront af me, 29 its warm here. And J always keep 
stationery in my bag, Isso I can weite co you any time T want, 'm 
thinking about giving you ehis lerer later on, so I would be pretty 
flustered iFyou gor here too soon. There's no rush, so please take your 


Today will be che fst cay dl 
it’s been eleven months. So 'm honesty a ede 

ted chat we might noc recognize each other. Stil, the station here is 
much smaller than any in Tokyo, so it would be impossible for us to 
miss each other. No matter how bard I wy vo picture you in your new 
school uniform or soccer clothes, i fees like I'm imagining someone 
I dont know. 

T'm going to write down all of the chings that I could never tell 
you propery. 

‘You realy saved me when I ransferred to Tokyo in fourth grade. 
Twas so happy that I could be your friend. I think school would have 
been a nightmare if hadnt been for you. e 

"That was why 1 couldnt bear che thought of transferring away. 
wanted us to go to the same junior high and grow up together, I'd 
always wished we could. I've gotten used to the middle schoo! het 
somehow (so please don't worry), but I keep on thinking how grea i 


be if you were with me, many times a day 
Te hurts to know that you'r going to move to oo far away: Even 
though Toyo and Tochigi arent exacly clos, [always figured I could 


238 


find you iff had to, T could see you right away if just hopped on a 
train, Buc che other side of Kyushu is just to far away. 

From now on, Ihave to lean how ro make it on ary own. I'm coe 
very confidene that I can. 


But chere's something that I need to tell you. T might not be able 
to say it out loud today, so I'll writ ie down in this lerter. 

Tove you, Talald. I don't remember when I searced loving you. Ie 
jist naturally happened before I knew i. You were s0 song and kind 
from the fst time I met you. You always protected me 

You are going to be okay, Takaki, No matter whar happens, [know 
you will grow up co be a wonderful, kindhearted person. No matter 
how far away from me you go, I'l absolutely ail love you. 

Pease, please remember that. 


Dear Akati, 


How are you! [fs nine p.m. and I'm writing this in my room. Lean 
see tiny building lights ourside my window. What do you see out of 
yours right now? Ie a litle hard for me co imagine. 

| really should be doing my math homework, but lately I've been 
slacking off a lot. None of my fiends in soccer club rake homework 
seriously, and I done really fee! lke doing i¢ whea I think about how 
Tl be moving soon, 

‘We're going to meet in two weeks, right? I'n thinking of giving 
you this eter then. 


{hear the island on the other side of Kyushu chat I'll be moving 
tis super rural, but that it also has a NASDA launch site. That's the 
only part of moving chat 'm excized about, I'll ell you all about the 
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awesome launch after I've seen it At this point, chat’ all I really have 
+0 looke forward to. 
Honestly, Pim anxious abour moving so far way, I just want to 


bbe an adule already. Right now I fel stack a a werd age. Tim just 
realizing tha I should have gone to see you sooner. I don't know why 
T dit. There ar 0 many things I've been wanting to tell yu since 1 
started junior high. Ive been missing you this entire ime. I ove you, 
Alea 


1 still don't know whar growing up is all about. 
But, if we happen ro meet again, someday in the distant furure, 1 
want o be someone thar you can be proud of. 
T want © make you that promise, Akar 
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